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This extraordinary volume provides unexpectedly heartwarming and heart-
breaking insights into the interior lives and thoughts of SMU business graduates.  
It is both a paean to and an indictment of Singapore’s education system and its 
excessively powerful formative impact on individual lives, family relationships, 
and Singapore society as a whole. The youthful contributors overwhelmingly 
accept life aspirations imposed by the expectations of family, society and self, 
which they themselves recognise are uniform and limiting. Their intensely per-
sonal reflections, unleavened by humour, lay bare the contradictory liberating 
and homogenising effects of an undergraduate business education (not peculiar 
to SMU or Singapore only), while refreshingly engaging the too-often-taboo 
topics of race, religion, sexual orientation and social class.
Linda Lim, Professor (Strategy) Stephen M Ross School of Business, University 
of Michigan
Know Thyself: SMU graduating students have taken to heart the advice of the 
ancient Greeks. They write in this volume about their growing self-awareness, 
angst, anxieties, achievements and setbacks. Students, parents and faculty 
will appreciate their refreshingly frank look at what really matters and makes 
sense to them. 
 
Dr Francis Pavri, Adjunct Faculty, SMU, Netflix Fiend
A lucid look into the vicissitudes of life and its meaning from the perspective 
of millennials, a group still searching for ways to contribute to the world. Well 
worth reading for the insights into the lives and aspirations of graduating 
students at SMU.
 
Dr Lim Tai Wei, Senior Lecturer, UNISIM
Be under no illusion that this book will twitter the meaning of life in 140 char-
acters. Still, what the students have written with honesty and courage provides 
an illuminating glimpse into the hearts and minds of millennials. 
 
Bryan Tan, SMU Graduate, 2015
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Foreword
Arnoud De Meyer
As President of Singapore Management University (SMU), I am genuinely interested in getting to know more about the people behind the names and faces of our students. Thus, when Professor Pang Eng Fong 
sent me the manuscript of this book, I promised him (and myself) to glance 
through it. Little did I know I would be captivated by it. I have spent several 
evenings reading the essays, the poems, the musings and the outpourings 
of the authors. Words that went through my mind while reading and often 
re-reading the different chapters were ‘candid’, ‘passionate’, ‘moving’, ‘perse-
verance’, ‘existential doubts’, ‘differences’, ‘admiration’, and also ‘happiness’, 
‘fulfillment’ and ‘munificence’. 
I gleaned many new insights about the people we have on campus. SMU’s 
faculty and staff are clearly doing something right in creating an environment 
that truly allows for the transformation of our students. But I have also seen 
how tough the SMU environment can be, and the difficulties students go 
through in the first semester. I learnt about the transformative experiences 
that arise from networking with peers or going overseas for a semester of 
exchange, and more about the role of CCAs, and the generosity of some seniors. 
We, the students, the alumni, faculty and staff are building a very different 
and distinct university. Reading these essays provided stories and touching 
anecdotes that clothe with flesh our statistics on achievements, placement, 
learning outcomes, etc. Reading these essays made me proud of the University 
and strongly reinforced my conviction that being an educator is a great job. 
I encourage all of us here at SMU, and also parents, friends, employers, 
policy-makers and leaders in our society, to read this book. I believe you will 
learn much about what lives in the minds of educated Singaporeans in their 
mid-twenties, the generation on the brink of entering a profession and build-
ing tomorrow’s Singapore. In some ways, their pre-occupations and existential 
questions about religion, family life, professional careers or relationships are 
similar to those I wrestled with at that age. But some are different, partially 
because we live in a more complex, information-rich, globalised world, and 
partially because of the differences in cultural backgrounds. 
xii Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
My thanks to all the students (many now alumni) for being so candid in 
your writing. You made my day and made me proud and happy to be President 
of this University. I hope your wisdom will inspire many others in Singapore 
and the world. 
xiii 
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Introduction
This book comprises a selection of essays and other works submitted by students in Singapore Management University who took a variant of the business school Capstone Course in 2016. In addition to making 
group presentations on major topics including Marxist ideas about work and 
alienation, organisational culture, global capitalism, the role of luck in life, 
spirituality, gender equality and income inequality, students in the required 
course had to write a reflection essay or submit a different type of work. They 
were given only a general guideline, which was to reflect on their three to four 
years in SMU or produce a work that makes sense of their life experiences on 
the cusp of their graduation. They were told also that their individual submis-
sion need not be an essay but could be a poem, play, short story, painting or 
a multimedia piece. 
Students in four sections of the course made over 160 submissions. Though 
most submissions were in the form of essays, they varied greatly in approach 
and focus on SMU and life in general. Many essays included photos to illustrate 
their points. Two students submitted poems, both of which are included in this 
volume, as is a photographic essay on the spice of life. One student handed 
in an essay on her SMU journey together with a painting of a pensive-looking 
woman. She remarked in her essay that when she started at SMU, she was 
“like a blank canvas but now when I am leaving, I am like a finished paint-
ing”. Another student submitted only a painting of a person with a terrified 
facial expression reminiscent of the figure in Edvard Munch’s painting, The 
Scream. It also contains writing that mentions self-doubt and doubts “about 
everything”. This submission is not included in this book as are a few others 
which their authors felt were too frank or personal to be made public, even 
as anonymous contributions. Four writers did consent on condition that their 
names were omitted.
This book, a collection of 54 pieces, is not representative of the work 
submitted for the Capstone Course. It reveals, though, that students have an 
extraordinarily wide range of views on their years in SMU and how they feel 
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about life and its challenges. Their individual voices, reflecting their diverse 
background and experiences, come through in this volume. The stories 
they tell are heartfelt and engaging in ways quite different from those in 
official brochures.
Some people think of millennials as a homogeneous, self-absorbed group 
with similar passions and preoccupations; the reality is more nuanced, complex 
and captivating. Many undergraduates probably can relate to their challenges, 
whether about study, work, family ties or personal relationships. They will 
learn they are not alone in the quest to make sense of life amid a welter of 
conflicting goals and expectations. 
The book divides the 54 contributions into three parts. The first part of the 
volume comprises 17 essays where the authors write mostly about making 
sense of their life and journey in SMU. The 28 essays in the second part use 
a wider lens to focus on life and its challenges beyond SMU. The last section 
comprises nine papers, three on a social experiment to find out responses to 
“free” money on the streets of Singapore, and six thematic but less personal 
essays on cynicism, meritocracy, Japanese corporate culture, impermanence, 
stoicism and inequality.
Part One begins with Keeping Track: Four Years in SMU, where Phua Kuan 
Hua gives a vivid and absorbing account of his SMU journey from his first day 
to his last class. His reflection covers courses, core modules, class participa-
tion, project work, a semester abroad, internships, community work and more 
that together constitute the broad-based education that SMU pioneered in 
Singapore. Though driven by the need to achieve and maintain good grades, 
Kuan Hua also absorbed values that grounded and impelled him to help 
others less organised or focused. Reading his account, new students will 
develop a good idea of what it takes to succeed in SMU. The following essay, 
Growing Up: My Years Before and in SMU by Jonathan Teo takes the reader to 
the writer’s life before SMU. Having spent five years in SMU with two leaves of 
absence, Jonathan marvels that “there is just an infinite amount of ways that 
the dots could have connected differently”, an observation shared by many 
other students in this volume.
Those looking for practical advice will find the next two contributions – 
Getting and Staying Ahead by Nicholas Teo and Coping and Managing by Ng 
Rui Qi, especially useful and relevant to their time in and outside an SMU 
classroom. Nicholas draws attention to the importance of finding the right 
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mentors, making powerful presentations, and building relationships, while 
Rui Qi advises anxious students that it is alright to be different, to ask for help 
and trust others, and shares advice on how to deal with toxic people. In his 
reflection, Jumping and Learning, Matthew Goh speaks about his experience 
when, as a national record-holder in long jump with a personal best of 7.62m, 
he missed three key international competitions because he was not granted 
National Service leave to train for them. As a result, he was not able to develop 
to his full potential. His thoughtful views on goal-setting, discipline and luck 
complement the advice offered by Nicholas and Rui Qi. 
The next two papers, Learning Life’s Lessons since Thirteen by Joanna See 
Yi Ning and Balancing Work and Life in Five Steps by Stephanie Pang, too offer 
advice. While Joanna See draws tentative lessons from her life experiences, 
Stephanie Pang takes head-on an issue much in vogue today and comes up 
with five “actionable” steps to achieve work-life balance.
The essays that follow – With Grit, Friends and Family (Lim Ke Hao), Overcoming 
Setbacks (Nishit Dilip Shah), Making Choices (Choo Teck Li), A Self-Report Card 
(Max Pang), A Rounded Perspective (Lee Peck Khee), and The Beauty of Life 
Experiences (Kenneth Quek) are reflections on the transformative SMU experi-
ence from different perspectives. In Thirsty at Thirty, Mohamed Hilmi recounts 
the challenges of being an older SMU student. His SMU journey reignited his 
interest in learning. Turning Points, the focus of Aisyah Hanani Binte Mahmud’s 
essay, talks about her decision to be a teacher after realising that she should 
do what makes her happy, a decision she came to after hearing “everyone’s 
take on life and their values” in a Capstone class. Aisyah’s career choice to be 
a teacher is a notable exception among her business school classmates, many 
of whom aspire to be in the financial sector or entrepreneurs.
In My First Twenty-Two Years, Amanda Tan Kar Man tells the story of a 
younger, focused, planning-oriented person who learnt to enjoy the moment. 
Like Mohamed, she is appreciative of the opportunities she has had at SMU 
for personal growth. Part I closes with A Different Dictionary by Shermaine Loo 
Hui Ying. Shermaine takes a novel approach, reflecting on her SMU experience 
and personal development, using a dictionary format starting with the word 
“Achievement”, moving to topics such as “Family”, “Fluff”, “Friends”, “Loss”, “Luck” 
and “Pain” before ending with “Youth” which she defines as “probably one of 
the best times in my life”. 
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Part Two of this book brings together papers that are about making sense 
of life beyond just experiences in SMU. Though many contributors refer to their 
SMU journey, other writers focus more on life-changing events or broader 
themes. Their reflections on values and family relationships, life and death, 
existential angst, religious certainties and personal identity, range from the 
highly personal and revelatory to the social and conceptual. 
Vince Tan in Write Anything considers the big questions of what it means 
to be alive and human. Brenda Yung in My Spice Blend looks at aspects of 
her experiences through the prism of spices. In As Told by Me, As Seen by Her, 
‘Anonymous’ relates with candour his self-centred years struggling with stud-
ies and disappointments from two divergent viewpoints: himself and that of 
his anxious mother. Favian Wong in his essay, Being and Becoming, which he 
dedicates to his mother, talks about his past, present and what he hopes will 
be his future. He also writes about his loss in the faith in which he was brought 
up, and his quest for meaning which he finds now in the pursuit of excellence 
and in his concern for the well-being of his parents. Like Favian, Rochelle Chan 
writes in As I Watch Them Age with deep affection for her parents – one of 
whom was in a class the editor taught in a different university.
Her essay is followed by Life, Death and Life Again, a long meditative poem 
by Vani Shriya on the period after the death by suicide of her best friend three 
years ago. She ends with these moving lines: “In life there is death/And in 
death there is life/Constantly shifting, forever intertwined/What better way 
to honour the dead/Than by being alive?” In sharp contrast to Vani’s anguish 
at the loss of her best friend, Mabel Lim Qian Hui’s Innermost Thoughts, a sheaf 
of poems written in a contemporary style, explores her feelings about her 
evolving perspective on life and relationships. 
Unlike Mabel Lim’s more private and allusive Innermost Thoughts, Courtney 
Kristen Kheng Yin’s Love and Lessons on a Friday Morning is about the mystery 
of love, her joy in finding love in the Capstone class and her conclusion that 
“love is not a feeling but a decision”.
The next two contributions, Captivated by Death by ‘Incognito’ and Thinking 
Not So Fast and Relating by Ivan Yong Jiaxiang could not be more different in 
tone. While ‘Incognito’s essay has the probing quality characteristic of sceptical 
minds, Ivan Yong’s reveals a mode of thinking that provides fast answers but 
may not satisfy, especially for questions about relationships. 
5 
Joel Fan Zhiwen struggles in his candid essay, In Search of Equanimity, to make 
sense of his core beliefs in the light of new experiences. His search contrasts 
with that of Lai Foong Ming whose essay, Examining Life: Muddled Thoughts, 
reveals less existential angst. While she rejects religious dogma and embraces 
science as the way to know the world, she, like Joel Fan, values friendship with 
people with different beliefs. Arnold Ong in Losing My Inheritance Happily 
talks not about faith but about losing his “inheritance” of cultural practices 
and beliefs. Openness to new experiences is reflected in a different way in 
Episodes and Epiphanies by Bernard Teo Sheng Hui who recounts stories from 
his travels in Europe and Australia. 
The next three contributions deal with an issue that everyone in a hetero-
geneous society like Singapore is likely to have grappled with, namely, identity, 
an especially important and defining issue for people who are part of a minor-
ity group. Identity: A Chindian’s View by Aka, Identity: My Struggle and Search by 
Joel Tan and Identity: Still Trying to Make Sense tell deeply-felt stories of their 
sense of self and how they cope feeling different from others.
Family and Filial Piety by Mark Hou and Lee Tye Wei in 李 Looking Back nar-
rate different family stories. Mark struggles to come to terms with his unhappy, 
broken relationship with his father while cherishing his mother’s love and sup-
port. Tye Wei writes about how his family contributed to his academic success 
and his empathy for those less fortunate. 
Sherlyn Cheng is Looking Forward to life after SMU with a “bittersweet mix 
of relief, anticipation and apprehension”. She draws inspiration from books 
that have shaped her thinking about life and loss, and influenced her decision 
to pursue a career in counselling. In Prologue: To Be Continued, Quek Yee Ler 
writes about holding two jobs to make ends meet while at SMU. She relates her 
“culture shock” in SMU and deplores the stereotyped views some classmates 
from privileged homes have of students from neighbourhood schools and 
minority groups. She finds herself “trapped between two worlds” and want-
ing to help bridge them, a positive sentiment that informs her wish to make 
a difference as a policymaker or an educator.
Puar Si Wei’s Goodbye: Not a Suicide Note gives an affecting account of loss – 
 of family members, friends and classmates he knows who have left this world, 
of disabilities in those near to him, even of a tongue he longer speaks. His essay 
will resonate with those who have felt a tinge of regret for not giving enough 
time and attention to those they cherish. In A Letter to My Future Self, Lim Rui 
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Si imagines himself much older, reminding himself of what it was like to be a 
23-year-old – a sort of goodbye to his current self, facing an uncertain future. 
 The next two essays are by students who started their schooling in Indonesia 
but completed their secondary school in Singapore. In Diamond in the Rough, 
Joshua Jo brings a refreshing perspective, contrasting the perception of time 
and relationships in Singapore with that in Indonesia. He also shares his quest 
for a fine balance between the best things Singapore and Indonesia can offer. 
Jasmine Laurence in her essay, Privilege and Humility, thinks her SMU life has 
been “amazing”. While she has been privileged to learn so much, especially 
outside the classroom through internships and co-curricular activities, she 
recognises the importance of humility. She quotes from a favourite novel 
Bumi Manusia (Earth of Mankind) by Pramoedya Ananta Toer that “an educated 
person must learn to act justly, beginning, first of all, with his thoughts, then 
later in his deeds”. 
The last three essays in Part Two tell different but equally fascinating stories. 
In Just My Luck: Finding Myself Finally, Chua Bao Hui, a “golden child” as she admits, 
talks about her “turbulent life”, wearing many hats or identities: ‘Singaporean’, 
‘Chinese’, ‘foreigner’, ‘working professional’, ‘SMU student’, ‘Buddhist’, ‘youngest 
daughter’, ‘friend’, ‘fashion creative’, ‘artist’ and ‘absurdist’. In Why We Shouldn’t 
Live Our Lives Based on the Fear of Losing Out to Others, Samantha Way takes 
issue with the overly-competitive, success-obsessed environment in SMU and 
Singapore, an environment that has little tolerance for failure when failure itself 
should be seen as a step to success. Why We Fight: A Kickboxer’s Corner by Ryan 
Lee Changwei is not about the fear of losing but something more elemental 
and hard-wired into humans. Ryan won his Muay Thai fight but he “did not 
feel much joy or happiness”. He felt instead a “sense of relief, as though I had 
exorcised an inner demon”. It was the “challenge” he needed and for which 
he was grateful to his opponent. Like Ryan Lee, many contributors to this vol-
ume appear to have come to the same realisation; it is the quest, challenge or 
struggle that ultimately matters more than the outcome or score.
Part Three of the book starts with three reports of the Money Suit Social 
Experiment. In Money Suit Social Experiment (1), Eugene Peter and his group 
sought to discover the reactions of people in Singapore to money offered 
first by a man and later a woman wearing a suit pinned with Singapore $ cur-
rency notes and carrying a sign saying “Take What You Need”. His group had 
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viewed on Youtube a similar experiment in New York. Social Experiment (1) was 
carried out in March 2016 in Orchard Road where shopping malls and tourists 
abound. Readers can view their Youtube video at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=y3PlMckug-k. In October 2016, two other groups of Capstone students 
conducted similar experiments in other parts of Singapore. Money Suit Social 
Experiment (2) reports the reactions of people to the money suit wearers in Ang 
Mo Kio, a public housing estate, while Money Suit Social Experiment (3) gauges 
the reactions of people in Clementi Town, another public housing estate, and 
in Holland Village, a more affluent area with many restaurants. The second 
and third groups also uploaded their encounters on Youtube (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=7tOEaViiEM8 and https://youtu.be/6kIc804IhhE). The 
results of the three experiments reveal not just opportunistic responses to 
“free” money but underlying cultural values of Singaporeans and foreigners 
from different socio-economic groups. 
Chen Zhan Feng’s essay, Cynicism is Easy, reminds us of the seductive but 
ultimately unsatisfying appeal of a world-weary approach to life. Like kickboxer 
Ryan Lee, Zhan Feng concludes that it is toil and struggle – the challenge – that 
gives life meaning even though ideals remain elusive and goals unmet. In On 
Meritocracy, Hard Work and Death, Travis Ng considers the issues of success in 
life and the role luck and hard work play in it. He shares his thoughts on death 
and how several incidents in his life have made him more appreciative of the 
relationships he enjoys. Ryan Seet in his paper, Japanese Corporate Culture and 
the Salaryman, illuminates the nuances and stereotypes of Japanese society 
with respect to work, gender and spirituality. His analysis of the unique features 
of Japanese society should be read alongside Tracy Tan’s essay, Wabi Sabi: The 
Beauty of Impermanence which dwells on the Japanese concepts of the moment, 
mindfulness and the beguiling allure of imperfection.
The second last essay of the volume, My Take on Stoicism by Marcus Tan 
Chao Ming ruminates on a philosophy of life that dates back 2000 years to 
Hellenistic times, but is today often associated with the names of the Roman 
Emperor Marcus Aurelius and the Roman philosopher Seneca (Nero’s tutor 
who was ordered to commit suicide on suspicion of his involvement in a 
plot to assassinate Nero). Stoicism believes in seeking knowledge through 
reason; it does not reject passion and values truth over falsehood, hence its 
widespread and enduring appeal. Marcus Tan ends his essay quoting Marcus 
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Aurelius that “there is a limit to the time assigned to you, and if you don’t use 
it to free yourself it will be gone and will never return” – a fact we all know 
too well, yet one that we need to be reminded of.
The final essay, On Inequality, addresses a challenge most societies face. 
Tan Li Jian examines different approaches to this thorny issue, recognising 
that solutions are elusive, and that greater understanding is needed. As with 
the other essays in this volume, at the heart of the struggle to make sense of 
a perplexing and uncertain world lies the question: how does one live a good 
life and what defines a good society? Answers will diverge but the process of 
finding them can shed light for all and encourage us to accept our common 
humanity and fate.
In putting together this volume of essays, I was reminded of my days as an 
undergraduate half a century ago, and of how this university I once knew had 
changed so utterly from a relaxed, non-competitive environment of tutorials and 
final exams to one like SMU that offers bountiful opportunities for internships, 
consulting assignments, local and overseas community work and exchange 
programmes with foreign partner universities. Though the local university 
that I attended had much fewer students than SMU today, faculty-student 
interaction outside the classroom was limited. Today, faculty-student relations 
are far less formal. Any student with initiative can seek out faculty for advice 
or just to chat about school and life. It is not of course only the university that 
has changed; all the political and social institutions at the local and global 
level have been transformed in the past half century, thanks to globalisation 
and technology. In 1967, only five percent of the population in Singapore in 
the relevant age cohort attended university. Today, the proportion is nearly 
40 percent, an eightfold increase. Many graduates today fill jobs that used to 
be performed by secondary school leavers. 
In so many ways, university students in Singapore today are not just materi-
ally better off with a cornucopia of choices in every area of their lives. With a 
few taps or keystrokes, they have immediate access to a wealth of knowledge 
and ideas, both good and bad, on the Internet. As SMU President Arnoud De 
Meyer notes in his foreword, “in some ways their preoccupations and existential 
questions about religion, family life, professional careers or relationships are 
similar to those I wrestled with at their age. But some are different, partially 
because we live in a more complex, information-rich, globalised world and 
partially because of the differences in cultural backgrounds”. 
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I graduated in 1967, tutoring economics students before leaving on a 
scholarship for graduate studies in the United States of America. Then, for 
a young man brought up near the Singapore River, it was the only way to 
see a world beyond Singapore that I had read about in books my father had 
brought home from a company representing English publisher where he 
worked. Going abroad for further studies was also an escape from traditional 
constraints and the challenge of finding a fulfilling job, a challenge shared by 
many contributors in this volume.
1967 was the year the atomic clock began ticking our passage in this world 
and synchronised time schedules around the globe in nanoseconds. The atomic 
clock made possible global navigation systems like the GPS and the instant 
connectivity we take for granted today. As time becomes more scarce relative to 
the choices we can make, we have the illusion of freedom while being enslaved. 
This paradox prompts many people to yearn for the return of a simpler, even 
golden era. There is no future in nostalgia just as there is no compelling truth 
in the charming conceit that age correlates with wisdom. As the essays in this 
volume suggest, timeless wisdom can come from time-pressed young people 
who are full of zest for new experiences and connections, yet mindful of their 
larger obligations to family and society. 

PART ONE
MAKING SENSE OF LIFE @ 
SMU
Keeping Track : 
Four Years in SMU
Phua Kuan Hua
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Year One in SMU – Lost trying to find my purpose in university
On my first day at school, I could not find my class. Funny how this has always happened to me, ever since I was in primary school. That day, I left home late, had trouble getting a taxi, and was stalled enroute by 
an accident on the CTE. To complicate matters, the class had been relocated, 
and all the friends I had made at orientation did not pick up my call, as they 
did not dare use their phones in their first seminar-styled lesson. I was more 
than 45minutes late to a one-and-a-half-hour long lesson, so I tried to answer 
as many questions as I could in class, to make up for my tardiness. I learnt two 
things that day that would serve me well throughout my SMU life: 1) to only 
take the MRT to school and factor in extra time for the journey to avoid the 
embarrassment of being late; and 2) that class participation was not scary at 
all. Perhaps that day was a blessing in disguise.
With less than 15 hours of lessons a week, I was also lost in time. I signed 
up for 14 CCAs during ‘Vivace’, the CCA Fair. I auditioned for the SMU String 
Ensemble, Obligato. At that time, they had two violists; one was on exchange 
and the other was a third-year law student. The music they played did not 
impress me. I attended one or two floorball training sessions, but felt that it 
was too exhausting an activity to commit to. I ended up without belonging to 
any “real” CCAs, although I remain a member on their mailing lists – thereby 
enjoying welfare giveaways from them from time to time – not a bad deal for 
a $2 to $5 sign-up fee.
More importantly, with so much free time, I hung out a lot with my group 
mates. In fact, the group mates I still keep in touch with till today are from my 
groups in Year One. For instance, Zheng Yi (also known as Marjorie or Marge) 
was my group mate in Business Law in Year One, Term 1; we have remained 
close friends and taken a few other modules together since. Perhaps it was 
because I was younger and less wary of people that I managed to make more 
friends in Year One. Perhaps it was because I was less competitive then, and 
did not choose my group mates for what they could contribute to the group. 
Perhaps when we were in Year One we had more time to hang out with friends 
after classes or meetings. Regardless, I am glad I found these friends in Year One.
In Year One, I was also trying to find my way through my academic journey 
in university. I had my hopes set on a double degree programme in Law and 
worked hard for it. The requirements were simple, at least an A- in Business 
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Law and a GPA of 3.8 by the end of Year One. Without any seniors advising me, 
I simply went with the flow, doing what I thought students would normally 
do, while aiming to achieve a GPA of 3.8. I heard from my friends that B+ was 
average and A+ was really rare, with only about five to ten percent of the 
class getting the top grade. At the end of my first semester, I achieved a GPA 
of 3.97 with one A+ to boot. I thought to myself that if I could achieve a near 
4.00 without putting in too much effort, then a little effort would bring me 
over the top. And so my quest for a better GPA began.
Of course, as we have learnt in class, human beings are never satisfied. As 
soon as one need is met, another is created, and the gratification from achiev-
ing a goal is soon replaced by an urge to meet a higher goal. That was exactly 
what happened to me and my GPA goal. Initially, I merely wanted a 3.8 so I 
could do a double degree in Law. As I achieved that, I aimed for a 4.0, then a 
4.3. I finally achieved 4.3 in the second semester of Year Two. After two years 
of hard work, I remember the sheer ecstasy of opening my email and seeing 
4A+ that semester. The immense satisfaction I felt was something I would not 
soon forget. However, the constant pressure to deliver after that took a toll on 
me, and the effects would be felt two years later, in Year Four.
During the initial weeks of my first winter break, with nothing sched-
uled, I was enjoying my holidays as if I were a secondary student enjoying 
his December break. I soon realised, however, that this could not continue, 
especially not for a 17-week summer vacation. I started looking for events 
to sign up for during my second semester, and was accepted as the Deputy 
Secretary and Human Resource Director for SMUSA’s Graduation Night for the 
Graduating Class of 2013. I also auditioned for the post of facilitator for the 
Accounting Society (ASoc) Camp for freshmen and was subsequently accepted. 
My second semester was thus filled with meetings for Graduation Night and 
preparations and rehearsals for ASoc Camp.
Finding meaning in friendships
I signed up as facilitator because I had enjoyed my ASoc camp as a freshman, 
and wanted to be part of that experience again. I also wanted to induct my 
juniors and give them advice that I wished I had had when I was a freshman. 
As a facilitator, I was inducted into the ASoc Mentorship Programme, where 
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I had to ensure that our freshmen had a smooth transition into university life. 
I found this experience to be very meaningful; to be able to help my juniors 
gave me great satisfaction and pride. I was very happy that I could share with 
them my experiences, and believe that our interactions have benefited them, 
for I was told that some of them looked up to me as a role model.
As part of the preparations for the camp, I worked closely with my co-
facilitators, often pushing beyond our comfort zones. For instance, we were 
required to undergo dance training sessions to prepare for the Finale Night 
of the camp. It was through these many nights of bonding that I realised how 
close we had become. At SOA, this core group of friends form part of my SOA 
family, a family that I still hold close to my heart.
Concluding reflections for Year One
Ultimately, I realised I was lost in Year One – not just in time or academics, but 
lost in trying to find my purpose in university. What did I want to achieve in 
my four years? What did I want my years in university to mean? How should I 
live my time in SMU in a way that I would feel proud when I looked back years 
ahead? At the end of it all, how hard should I study, and why?
I may not have found all the answers in Year One, but what I found in Year 
One, was firstly, friends. Friends that I know I would keep in touch with much 
longer than friends I made at the primary, secondary, or junior college levels. 
Maybe not for life, as we will go our separate ways after graduation, but I know 
I have found at least two people who could be my “brothers” at my wedding. 
Though I do not know if it will happen 10 years down the road, perhaps I will 
acknowledge them now. There is Paul, from my ASoc facilitation group, who 
went through my hardest modules with me; Alvan, my clan head when I was 
facilitator for my ASoc freshmen, with whom I also went through thick and 
thin (academically); and Jonathan Teo, my closest friend in SMU (but with a 
height of close to 2 metres, he may steal the limelight from me at my wedding).
Secondly, I found love, and for the first time in my life, I had an official girl-
friend to bring home to meet my parents. She taught me many things about 
myself, about girls, about friendship, and about life. It was a tough decision, 
asking her to be my girlfriend. She had just told me that she would be with-
drawing from SMU and going to Australia to pursue Medicine, which was her 
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dream at that time. While I was happy for her, I was afraid of losing her, and 
thus I asked her to be my girlfriend. We had four months together before she 
left for Australia. As the Chinese saying goes, 不在乎天长地久,只在乎曾经拥有, which 
means it does not matter how long we have been together, what matters is 
that we once had each other. It was a phrase that significantly influenced my 
decision. Ultimately, though, the distance took a toll on our relationship.
Thirdly, I found my motivation in studying. My meaning in life is to love the 
people around me, to care for them, and to be loved and cared for in return. 
Achieving good results and getting a decent job so I can provide loved ones 
with good food and things would make me happy, I think. Perhaps having 
had a girlfriend helped shaped this view. Perhaps it was the experience of 
love that shaped my meaning in life. Either way, I am glad I found a reason to 
continue studying and aim to be the best in what I do.
Year Two : Finding meaning in helping people
In Year Two, I found myself taking on roles to help my peers. I was invited 
to join the ASoc Peer Tutors Scheme. The idea of the Peer-Tutors Scheme is 
simple – gather a pool of qualified BAcc students who excel academically to 
help academically weaker students. Key responsibilities included providing 
ad-hoc assistance to students through email and face-to-face consultations, as 
well as imparting study techniques, facilitating knowledge exchange among 
students and conducting exam or mid-term revision workshops. My term as 
a peer tutor would be renewed every semester until I graduated.
I was also invited to be a Teaching Assistant (TA) for my accounting modules, 
which I had never dreamt of applying for. It came as a complete shock when 
Prof Andrew emailed me to congratulate me on my performance and asked if 
I was interested to be Teaching Assistant for Financial Reporting, (previously 
known as Corporate Reporting), a module rated by seniors as only second in 
difficulty to Advanced Financial Accounting. I later found out that while my 
academic performance was a factor, Prof Andrew chose me because of “how 
nice” I was in class. I had no idea that professors took note of whether students 
were participating responsibly or whether they helped students outside of 
class. I also remembered I once spotted an error in a quiz but waited until we 
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were alone to tell Prof Andrew about it – a gesture he appreciated. I think 
small gestures like these were important in garnering a Teaching Assistantship.
I continued to be TA for my accounting professors until my final semester, 
serving two TA-ships every semester. In writing this essay, I asked two pro-
fessors whom I had served why they asked me to be their TA. I was curious, 
because these professors approached me to be a TA before I had sat for the 
final examination for their courses. I wanted to discover what qualities they 
saw in me that they thought were more important than doing well in the final 
exams. I thought this might hold true in the workplace as well – certain quali-
ties are equally if not more important than mere work performance. From our 
conversations, three characteristics surfaced – humility, empathy for students, 
and helpfulness. They also thought that I would be a good role model for the 
students. It was extremely humbling, talking to my professors and learning from 
them. They were experts in their own fields, yet they possessed great humility.
Humility had not been my strong suit in the past. I remember a time when 
I was counselled by one of my CCA teachers, Mrs Nancy Tay, in Hwa Chong 
Institution, in Secondary 3 or 4. She took me aside during orchestra practice 
and told me that when one is skilled, others would be sure to notice without 
them having to brag about themselves. “Why is it so important to tell people 
that you are good?” she asked me. I shrugged, but we both knew that it was 
because I needed to feed my ego. That short session changed me. A lot. But it 
was only six years later in SMU that I learnt why I had behaved like this, in my 
Leadership and Team Building module: the most satisfying reward for people 
with a high Need for Achievement under McClelland’s Human Motivation 
Theory is the recognition of their achievements.
It took a lot of conscious effort on my part to stop this, and yet I still feel 
the urge to open my mouth, wanting to blow my trumpet whenever the 
opportunity presented itself. Hence, the validation from my professors was 
very encouraging to me. Ten to twelve years on, when I make partner in a firm, 
I hope I can still remain humble and close to the ground.
Discharging my duties as a TA and peer-tutor was extremely satisfying. It is 
gratifying to know that students have benefited from my workshops because 
I could explain concepts in a more intuitive way.
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Overseas community service project to Myanmar
During my December break in Year Two, I embarked on an Overseas Community 
Service Project (OCSP) to Myanmar, and was also the Finance Head of the 
expedition, in charge of budgeting, managing the funds, as well as fund-
raising. OCSPs were very popular (probably because participating in one 
would guarantee the fulfilment of the 80 hours of required CSP hours), so 
many OCSPs had several rounds of interviews to screen participants. I was 
alloted a place in the OCSP without going for the interviews–the leader of 
the expedition who was a friend, offered me a place as the Finance Head one 
semester before the interviews began.
In China, this is known as 关系 (guān xì), or connections. Businesses are 
conducted through people you have connections with, and it is a way of 
life. In Singapore where three out of four citizens are of Chinese ethnicity, 
connections still play a big part in getting things done. In fact, I suspect my 
internships were secured through connections. I do not think it is unethical 
to get ahead or enjoy success because one has the right connections, but I do 
think that this should not be viewed as an entitlement or attributed to one’s 
hard work. Rather, one should be conscious and grateful for his roots, as the 
Chinese saying 饮水思源 (yǐn shuǐ sī yuán) goes. In this respect, I have a lot to 
be thankful for, in particular, the guidance from my teachers in Hwa Chong 
Institution, which instilled in me this philosophy.
It is important, however, to not have a misplaced sense of loyalty. As the 
Finance Head, I had direct access to the funds of the expedition, and was 
responsible and accountable for the finances. On the night we had collected 
funds from the participants, my friend and I were walking to deposit the cash 
collected, about $18,000. He suggested depositing only half and taking the other 
half to the casino to increase our funds. He made a very convincing argument 
along the lines of a risk-calculated approach. To be honest, he was very suave, 
and even guaranteed that if he lost the money he would personally repay 
it. If we won some cash, it would save time and effort from fund-raising and 
writing grant proposals. He hinted that I should accede to his request seeing 
how he much he had helped me. I am proud to say that I remained firm and 
said that it was something I could not agree to my values. Thankfully, I found 
out later that he was merely testing me. I can only hope that I will not find 
myself in a similar position in the future. Scenarios like this one were played 
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out a lot in my ethics class this semester, and the related principles reinforced 
throughout the semester. Although people may claim that they had no choice 
when doing something unethical or illegal (like the case of WorldCom) – they 
have a spouse and children to support, a mortgage to pay, and parents to take 
care of – my professor reiterated that there is always a choice. Some things 
are worth quitting over.
During the OCSP, we interacted with children and created an English 
language learning programme for them that would be used through future 
batches of the OCSP. Since I first participated in an overseas community pro-
ject in JC, my mother has always wondered why I had to pay money to help 
people overseas. Couldn’t I just help people in Singapore? To her, I could have 
just sent money overseas, or provided gainful employment to the locals there 
who could better help the children on a long-term basis. I could not help but 
agree. I think OCSPs are programmes developed to give global exposure to 
Singaporean students on the pretext of helping children in need overseas. Is 
it not very cruel to form close emotional attachments to these children for 
three weeks to a month, and then leave them behind, promising to return 
without intending to do so? I have been told that these children have been the 
subjects of so many “projects” they have gotten used to the yearly transition 
of new university students coming into their lives and leaving weeks later. Yes, 
these people need help. But what they really require is long-term assistance, 
not short-term interruptions to their daily lives.
For some of my friends, OCSP was a life-changing experience, because 
they experienced living under harsh conditions for the first time, unable to 
communicate with loved ones, and without access to the Internet. For me, 
the trip to Myanmar was particularly impactful. I had a close shave with death 
when the bus we were travelling in skidded across the highway, crashed into 
the divider, almost flipped as it went over a big drain before ramming through 
another divider and stopping in the middle of the highway facing the traffic 
head-on. That experience changed my perception on the fragility of life. We 
can be here today, but there is no certainty whether we will still exist tomorrow. 
It also showed that during such times, I turn to religion for solace. Jolted wide 
awake at the first huge impact, I started praying non-stop. I think everyone 
who was awake was either freaking out or praying, including those who had 
claimed they did not believe in a higher Being. It struck me how important my 
religion was to me; it was something that could not be compromised.
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Business cultural study trip to the Middle East – Is success or 
failure due to luck or hard work?
Throughout my entire sophomore year, for about eight months, I was 
Co-Chairman of the Business Cultural Study Trip to the Middle East, organ-
ised under the purview of the Office of Global Learning. The objective of 
the trip, which was in its second year, is to expose students interested in the 
Middle East to the companies and the culture there. The trip was to last for 
two weeks, with two to three visits daily to a combination of companies, the 
High Commission, museums, and mosques in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Istanbul. 
I was extremely excited about going as I had missed participating in the first 
run of the trip due to dengue fever.
The entire planning phase was filled with obstacles and roadblocks. It was 
as if the trip was cursed. First, there was a huge conflict of interest with the 
Business Study Mission to the Middle East. We were requested to withdraw and 
stop our trips, and as a result our team had to change our itinerary several times. 
We managed to get a contact from the Embassy of Oman, but our proposal 
to go there was later rejected. I was utterly demoralised. Nevertheless, we 
pressed on, and attempted to change our itinerary to include Iran, across the 
gulf from UAE, but were later advised against going there. We finally decided 
to shift the final leg of our trip to Istanbul, Turkey, and we were very happy 
to work with the Turkish Cultural Centre in Singapore to organise workshops 
for our participants before our trip. Alas, the death of a Turkish boy who was 
caught in street battles in Istanbul between police and protestors rekindled 
unrest across the country. Worse yet, the media censored the news of curfews 
imposed and we were told by our Turkish counterparts at the Turkish Cultural 
Centre that it has become too dangerous to go to Turkey, and that we should 
consider cancelling our final leg.
Finally, one week before we were to take off to the UAE, the Singapore 
government issued travel alerts cautioning Singaporeans from travelling to the 
Middle East and Saudi, as the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 
had started to spread around the region. It was so serious that the govern-
ment had quarantine chalets on standby and had started distributing N-95 
masks to every household. Parents were very worried, and OGL was concerned. 
Ultimately, the decision fell into my hands as Co-Chairman of the trip, whether 
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to proceed with or to cancel the trip. My mother had confiscated my passport; 
my father had told me that as a leader, I would not be able to live with the guilt 
if anyone on my trip should contract the virus; OGL’s message was that they 
did not want the front page of Straits Times to read “SMU students brings first 
case of MERS to Singapore”.
With few alternatives and an extremely heavy heart, Cheng (my Co-chairman) 
and I decided to cancel the trip. It was a decision made three days before we 
were supposed to fly, concluded late at night in the Office of Global Learning 
with the OGL staff by our side affirming to support whatever decision we made. 
It was one of the hardest decisions I had ever made. To me, the cancellation 
of the trip would mean months of hard work gone to waste. Meetings with all 
the companies we set up had to be cancelled; internships had to be disrupted; 
refunds had to be arranged and begged for from insurance companies; and I 
was tasked with the difficult task of informing all our participants that the trip 
would be cancelled, with no guarantee of any refunds.
Did this mean the trip was a complete failure? Some would say that it was. 
But the fact that we managed to secure a 100% refund for all participants 
mitigated the outcome. Half was paid for by the insurance company, and the 
other half was paid out of OGL’s coffers. My good relations with the staff at OGL 
helped in part to persuade the Director of OGL to refund the students. I was 
immensely grateful to OGL for this very kind gesture, and sent hampers and 
flowers to the staff and Director of OGL the very next day out of my own pocket.
More importantly, although the trip did not materialise, the entire eight 
months of planning built resilience in me. I gave my best and all, fought with 
faculty, staff, and companies, just so that our study trip participants could 
enjoy their trip to the Middle East. Ultimately, the way the events unfolded 
was entirely beyond our control, and I could not help but wonder if I could 
have been any unluckier. Perhaps I was just not destined to go to the Middle 
East, or perhaps it was a way of my deities protecting me from some greater 
danger in the Middle East. I would never know, but my interest in the Middle 
East since then has greatly waned. The whole experience has also taught me 
that the organisation of such trips were rife with office and national politics – 
that sometimes, some things are just not within your control.
Is success or failure in life due to luck or hard work? From my experience in 
planning this trip, I see that luck, or the lack of it, played a role in the failure of 
my trip. Had my trip actually taken place and had it been a resounding success, 
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I wonder if I would attribute its success to luck or hard work. I believe I would 
have given full credit to the hard work of my team and myself. And this is a 
very chilling thought, and one that I could easily make in the future. Thus far, 
I think this is one of my greatest takeaways yet from my reflection.
Year Three – Unique experiences
Right before I started Year Three, I attended the JENESYS 2.0 programme, 
which took me to Tokyo and Yamanashi, Japan, with other students from 
various local universities and ITE. I had always wanted to visit Japan, and it 
was an eye-opening experience for me. The exchange programme involved a 
sharing session on my volunteering experience, a cultural exchange at Tsuru 
University, a homestay programme with my Japanese hosts, wheat harvesting 
at a farm, and experiencing sustainable living at a tree house in the mountains.
Harvesting wheat in the rain allowed me to reflect on one of the values that 
I have been brought up with: never waste food. There is a Chinese poem titled 
农夫 (nóng fū), or farmer, which describes how every grain of rice on the plate is 
the result of a farmer’s sweat and back-breaking work. When I was young, my 
parents used to tell me, every grain of rice left on my plate would be a pimple 
on my future wife’s face. Not wanting an ugly spouse, I assiduously finished 
every grain of rice on my plate at every meal. It was not until my experience 
harvesting a whole wheat field for an entire day that I truly understood what 
it meant when the poem said every grain of rice is gained with hardship.
Through this, I also better appreciated the importance of hard work. The 
wheat field was not going to harvest itself. Team work and specialisation were 
also paramount. Some people were very good at tying the harvested wheat 
together to dry while others preferred holding the sickle in hand and cutting 
the wheat. More importantly, I finally understood what my parents were try-
ing to inculcate in me: 1) to appreciate the things we have in life because of 
the hard work of others; and 2) to be prudent and avoid wastage, not just for 
food, but in life in general.
I also experienced many new things for the first time: arranging flowers, 
showering with my Japanese’s host’s kid, getting entirely naked for onsen 
(public hot spring), a homestay in a Japanese home, complete with Tatami mats 
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and floor dining, walking into a glass cabinet because the glass was so clear 
and chipping my front tooth because of it, and most excitingly, grass skiing.
I had never heard of grass skiing, only of snow skiing. It was an activity I 
found remarkably hard when I first tried it, and very satisfying when I could 
at least move about and make turns. As of now, this activity per se did not 
change my perception on the meaning of life, but it was certainly something 
memorable. Perhaps, in the future when I look back, I may be able to connect 
the dots and reflect on how this activity and other subsequent events shaped 
my understanding of meaning in life. Perhaps ten years down the road, none of 
these would make sense. But I think this is something I would like to remember 
from my SMU days in the future.
Does gender matter in finding meaning?
Japan is a patriarchal society; I became aware of this immediately at my home-
stay. The husband was the head of the household, and the wife tended to all 
kitchen duties. I was expressly forbidden from stepping into the kitchen, while 
my friend Jin Jin was requested to help the wife out. It was very ironic, given 
that I would have much preferred to help prepare dinner and Jin Jin would 
have loved to play with the cute little boy instead. Instead, I had to entertain 
the child using sign language and toys while Jin Jin (who could converse in 
Japanese) managed to cut herself while helping in the kitchen. As a mother, 
the wife was also expected to take care of the children. The younger child 
was barely four months old, and was still breastfeeding. I had a culture shock 
when the mother started to breastfeed the infant right in front of me, all while 
serving the husband and the guests. She also had to wash the dishes while 
the husband drank sake and watched television after dinner.
When it came time to shower, I was allowed to go first because I was the 
male guest. The mother trusted me with to shower the elder child, who was 
about five years old. It was quite an experience, because the mother was 
a fan of onsen and they had an onsen tub in the bathroom which we used 
after showering. I enjoyed playing Pokémon with the little boy in the onsen 
tub. Jin Jin went after me, followed by the father then the mother. I learnt 
that in Japanese homes, the elders and males would go first (although the 
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grandmother may bathe before the father of the house). Since the onsen water 
is not changed after each use, females who bathe later are using water the 
men had bathed in earlier.
In a patriarchal society, gender matters in finding one’s place and meaning 
in life. The father, for instance, would be thoroughly embarrassed to be seen 
in the kitchen. The mother is expected to take care of her children, even at 
the expense of her job, because that is what mothers are “supposed” to do. 
This might explain why the child-bearing age of Japanese women is becom-
ing increasingly higher. My homestay mother, for instance, had her first child 
when she was 41, and her second when she was almost 44. She explained that 
this was because she wanted to establish her career before having children, 
as she feared she might lose her job otherwise. It did not matter in the end, as 
she quit her job to do freelance consulting to care for her new-born.
I am glad that patriarchy is not as strong in Singapore. I love cooking while 
my girlfriend is unable to cook. It would be ridiculous to stop me from cooking 
and to force her to cook. I am also unable to fathom how my future wife would 
react if I insisted that I had to bathe first, and she to bathe in the water I had 
just used. Perhaps, just perhaps, gender does not matter as much in Singapore. 
As my girlfriend, Kimberly, puts it, “Yes, I want gender equality, but I will not 
say it because I do not want to serve NS”.
Finding meaning in life through exchange
Life during the overseas exchange was the happiest part of my SMU memo-
ries. I travelled extensively, cooked whatever I wanted to, skipped classes at 
will, and had ample time to play. I was carefree; I loved every minute of it. 
This was the kind of lifestyle I wanted. I did not want to work non-stop at an 
investment bank. I needed the freedom and free time to at least do what I 
wanted at night – be it cooking or bonding with my friends over a game of 
DOTA (a multi-player online game that tests teamwork, communication, skill, 
and leadership, among other things).
I also spent a lot of time with Kimberly, and while we had arguments from 
time to time, our relationship grew. Staying together in an apartment also gave 
me insights into what it could be like living with her, and whether she would 
be a suitable partner for life.
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While travelling on exchange, I realised I would like to retire in a quaint town 
with a slower pace of life. Perhaps I would like to teach in university as my retire-
ment job. My experience of winter in Montreal also made me realise I did not 
enjoy extreme weather. Perhaps, I should retire in a locale with a cool climate 
all year round, similar to what I experienced in San Francisco during winter.
My experiences on exchange showed me where my priorities lay. First, 
my willingness to sacrifice an exchange at Wharton to stay in the same city 
as Kimberly showed that I placed a higher value on quality time spent with 
my loved ones above achievement or a brand name. Second, my experience 
during exchange surfaced again my high need for achievement. This was 
demonstrated in how I studied to achieve straight As in all the courses I took 
at McGill, even though all I needed was a pass. Third, exchange showed me 
that my true idea of relaxation was staying at home, fixing a jigsaw puzzle or 
playing a game of DOTA. I enjoyed these more than travelling and sightseeing, 
although these were memorable as well. Fourth, I was perfectly comfortable 
not making new friends, even though I treasure very much the friendships I 
have forged. Perhaps this is because I am an introvert, and need time to open 
up to new acquaintances. On reflection, I see that my closest friendships 
were forged through difficult times, and I bonded best over activities (rather 
than mere conversations like how Kimberly bonds with her friends). Perhaps 
exchange was too much of a luxury to enable forging of true friendships.
Exchange also helped me see the values that Kimberly held, and allowed 
me to better appreciate our differences. At the very least, I feel that our “con-
ception of the good” are similarly grounded in Buddhist or Confucianist values, 
such as filial piety and prioritising familial relations.
Year Four – Finding meaning in (project) work
In Year Four , one of the courses I had wanted to take badly was closed due to 
insufficient demand. Disappointed, I wondered whether such a policy should 
be questioned. After all, a school should not be for-profit (and indeed SMU is 
not) so I thought that courses should not be closed because the insufficient 
demand could not justify the cost.
Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise, as I replaced the module with one 
of the most interesting ones I have taken in SMU, Audit for Public Sector, 
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which is taught by the previous Auditor General, Professor Lim Soo Ping. It 
was really insightful as he shared his experiences and life stories. The project 
for the course was to conduct an audit on the National Kidney Foundation 
(NKF). I was highly motivated to do this because he mentioned that the top 
two groups would get to present their audit findings to the senior manage-
ment of NKF. The potential impact that a project could have in the real world 
motivated me more than merely achieving grades. I was naturally over the 
moon when I received an email from Prof Lim, to ask us to present our find-
ings to the senior management of NKF. These are professors who really care 
enough to try to make a difference; I respect them for their dedication and 
passion in what they do.
A second example that shows how project work motivates me is in the 
Business Capstone in my final semester, where I undertook a project to work 
with a client in Kluang, Malaysia. I thought this would be interesting as I have 
never worked on a project with a foreign client, nor gone on an overseas trip 
for a graded module. I also valued the opportunity to explore, and to pro-
vide our findings and recommendations to the client based on what is most 
pragmatic. In conducting our research, we interviewed many retirees, who 
shared their life experiences. Through this process alone, I learnt more than 
what we had in classes. We also consulted Prof Pang on several occasions, 
and his views were very enlightening. In particular, he helped me understand 
why he insisted on paying for our expenses instead of letting the client foot 
the bill. Prof explained that he did not want us to feel obligated to the client; 
but if the client found what we presented to them useful, they could make a 
donation to the school, and students could even benefit from a scholarship, if 
they should do so. Immediately, my motivation skyrocketed. I had never once 
thought my project could lead to sponsoring a student for a year at SMU. This 
gave true meaning to the project work beyond what I had originally thought 
possible. I do not know if the client eventually donated any money to the 
school. It is probably best that I did not know; I fear that if I found out otherwise, 
my satisfaction may actually diminish. Such is the beauty and power of hope.
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Conclusion
In my four years at SMU, I have been presented with many choices. I had to 
decide on which OCSP I wanted to participate in, which secondary degree to 
pursue, where I wanted to go for exchange, etc. When presented with choices, 
I realised that it is hard to be satisfied with the current one as there is always 
a lingering thought that “the next one would be better”. I have always tried 
to reconcile my desires with what I think ought to be the recipe to happiness: 
a Chinese idiom, 知足常乐 (zhī zú cháng lè), which posits that happiness comes 
from being content. But the next question is, how can we be content? How 
can I be content?
This was something that I synthesised through talking to people throughout 
my journey at the SMU, including Mr Gerald Ee, President of ISCA, my profes-
sors, my interview subjects, and my maternal grandmother. I think firstly, we 
have to be grateful – I was told that it is impossible to be content if you did not 
know how to be grateful. Secondly, we have to break the habit of satisfying 
new needs with acquisitions. There is always more to be had. In other words, if 
one pursues material wealth, then one can never be content – there is always 
more to be acquired. Thirdly, as Prof Sum Yee Loong constantly reminds me, 
“Don’t compare yourself with others. There will always be people earning more 
than you. If you keep comparing yourself with others, you will never be happy.” 
Fourthly, help others. This was ingrained in me by Ms Wee Heng Fang, who 
taught me Chinese in primary school, and who has been one of the greatest 
teachers who shaped my values. She said: 助人为快乐之本 (zhù rén wéi kuài lè 
zhī běn) – the fundamental secret to happiness is to help others. Mr Ee also 
shared with me that in life, we are either taking from others, or giving to others. 
Having benefitted from society, he thought it was time to give back to society 
in his retirement. Two other phrases feel apropos to what he shared: 取之社会，
用之社会 (qǔ zhī shè huì, yòng zhi shè huì) which means that as one benefits 
from society, one should also give back to society. The second is 为善不欲人知 
(wéi shàn bù yù rén zhī): When a person wants to do good, it should not be 
done because he seeks fame, benefits, or reciprocity; if he does so, and needs 
people to know and praise him, then it is no longer charitable.
Finally, as I reflect on my SMU life, I become more cognizant that many of my 
values are grounded in Chinese proverbs, which I restate here: 1) 饮水思源 (yǐn 
shuǐ sī yuán) – to remember my roots; 2)取之社会，用之社会 (qǔ zhī shè huì, yòng 
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zhi shè huì) – to give back to society; 3）知足常乐 (zhī zú cháng lè) – the secret 
to happiness is contentment; 4) 助人为快乐之本 – helping others is fundamental 
to happiness; 5) 为善不欲人知 (wéi shàn bù yù rén zhī) – when we help others, 
we should not need to tell others or expect reciprocity; and most importantly, 
6) 百善孝为先 (bǎi shàn xiào wéi xiān) – of all good deeds, filial piety ranks first.

Growing Up : 
My Years Before and In SMU
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Before SMU
Growing up
I grew up in a family of four, with working parents and a brother, four years younger. We have lived in a four-room HDB flat in Sembawang, the northern-most tip of Singapore, for as long as I can remember. During my childhood, 
the family income was slightly over $3,000 per month. Life was comfortable. 
In fact we were relatively well-off compared to relatives and family friends 
who earned a lot less. Both my parents were elder siblings of big families 
(my father has six siblings and my mother seven); neither had received much 
education, with my father stopping at Primary 6 and my mother at Secondary 
2. Almost all their schooling was conducted in Chinese. Both spoke Hokkien, 
a Chinese dialect, at home. 
While I was growing up, my father worked various odd jobs, from steering 
tugboats to doing delivery, while my mother was an administrative assistant 
in an insurance company. Though my mother earned the higher income, my 
father made most of the decisions at home. Every evening, my father would 
pick my mother up from work in the Central Business District in his motor-
cycle and she was always happy to see him. I, on the other hand, could not 
understand why she could be happy when her colleagues were chauffeured 
around in cars. I once told my father not to pick me up from primary school 
because I felt ashamed.
While my parents were faithful Buddhists and carried out regular offering 
rituals on the first and fifteenth day of the lunar calendar month, I grew up a 
free-thinker. No one in my circle of friends or family had ever tried to foist a 
religion on me, and I had little interest in learning about one. Growing up, I 
relied on the non-religious values and beliefs that my parents inculcated in 
me for most of the things I did, such as working hard, not doing to others what 
you do not want to have done to you, and not burdening others if you could 
help it. In times of difficulties, I sought refuge in my mother.
With little disposable income, overseas experiences were few and far 
between. We had two family trips overseas – a four-day three-night cruise 
to Langkawi, Malaysia and Phuket, Thailand, and a three-day visit to Batam, 
Indonesia for my uncle’s wedding there. My first trip to a “western” city was with 
the economics club in junior college when I visited Perth, Australia for five days.
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As a teenager, I played a lot of basketball. I started playing leisurely when 
I was eight, and eventually competitively as basketball captain for my junior 
college. I do not remember the exact reason why I started playing but per-
haps it was one of the few options for sports available to me then. With many 
public basketball courts in different neighborhoods, all you really needed to 
get started was a pair of running shoes. If you joined another group that was 
playing, you did not need equipment. In fact, I used to play without shoes. My 
close friends all speak the common language of basketball.
I attended a neighborhood primary and secondary school and had an 
average academic record. Having little education growing up, my parents 
felt that doing well in school was important. To them, however, education 
was binary, that is, you attended school or you did not. They had fairly low 
expectations of me – graduating from a polytechnic with a diploma would 
more than suffice to satisfy them. I only started having extra tuition classes to 
prepare for the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) in Mathematics. I 
certainly did not have any “enrichment” lessons in piano or dance, growing up. 
I was admitted into the Express Stream in secondary school and continued to 
be an average student until Secondary Four when my academic performance 
dropped to below average. 
I had failed several subjects in my preliminary examinations which took place 
six weeks before the GCE ‘O’ Level examinations. Till today, I still remember 
what my form teacher said to me: I could fail the final exams; at best, I could 
do well enough to get into a polytechnic with a limited number of options for 
courses. That was the moment when I first started believing in myself; I could 
achieve more than what was expected of me because what was expected of 
me fell short of what I expected of myself. Thinking back, this could have been 
my moment of enlightenment, maturing from adolescence to adulthood or 开
窍 (kāi qiào), a phrase my parents used to describe the change they saw in me. 
On the advice of a close friend, I joined an effective crash course conducted 
by a former teacher turned tuition guru named Mr Gan. After hearing my 
story, Mr Gan took a liking to me and proposed that I went to his home every 
day for the six weeks before the exams for the same fee. I did well enough in 
the O-level exams to gain admission into a junior college and well enough in 
JC to secure a place in SMU. Mr Gan is one of the benefactors that I want to 
pay tribute to. I have unfortunately lost contact with him since, but I remain 
deeply grateful to him. 
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Throughout my secondary school and JC years, I thought little, like most 
others in my age group, about the meaning of life. 
Life to me was to find a way to make an honest living and be a good 
member of our society.
Entering adulthood
Upon graduation from junior college, I, like every Singaporean able-bodied 
male, went through 22 months of National Service. I can now relate with the 
saying that it is only during national service that the son of Singapore meets 
people from all other walks of life. Of the many different profiles, a few struck 
me – those who grew up in higher-income families, those who grew up with 
a religion and those who did not make it through the tough education system. 
Those who grew up in higher-income families tended to be clearer on 
what to expect after National Service, in university and beyond. They seemed 
to have had a more wholistic and experiential education. They had overseas 
experiences both for education and for leisure, with schools and their families. 
Those who grew up with a religion with their rituals and practices (Christians 
going to church on Sundays) seemed to know something more about life, about 
how to live, about the meaning in life, which I could not relate to. 
Those who did not make it through the tough education system were 
streamlined during National Service, with most of them becoming low-ranked 
soldiers after Basic Military Training. They mostly spoke in dialect, resorted 
often to crude language and engaged in some form of vice. In many ways, 
they had an uncomplicated approach to life. 
National Service was, for me, a profoundly life-changing experience. Firstly, 
with an allowance and most of my living expenses covered, I did not need 
my parents to give me pocket money. From then on, money from my parents 
was treated as a loan that I diligently recorded and sought to repay as quickly 
as possible.
Secondly, I was given the opportunity to live abroad for an extended period 
of time. After completing Basic Military Training, determined to gain overseas 
experience, I jumped at the opportunity to be posted to the army’s overseas 
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training camp in Temburong, Brunei for a year. Living abroad was difficult, 
especially in the context of army life, but fulfilling nonetheless. I learnt to 
live independently and with people who were not family. More importantly, 
I learnt first-hand about a world outside of Singapore that was much bigger 
and very different.
Thirdly, during that overseas stint I experienced a close shave with death. 
On the evening of 16 December 2010, a military three-tonner truck ferrying 
a group of soldiers including myself to a nearby town met with a serious traf-
fic accident. The truck collided with an oncoming civilian saloon car and the 
abrupt collision injured everyone involved. My injuries were particularly severe 
and I was evacuated by military helicopter to a bigger hospital in Bandar Seri 
Begawan, Brunei. After two days in the hospital, I was flown back to Singapore 
for further treatment. That marked the end of my overseas stint. My parents 
were informed about my ordeal. Before seeing them, I kept thinking about 
how they were feeling and what to say to them.
Drifting in and out of consciousness, I could not recall what had happened 
that fateful day. But till today, I still remember vividly the moment I saw my 
parents again since leaving them at the same airport four months earlier. I 
will never forget the first time I saw my mother cry.
This experience gave me a fuller perspective on the meaning in life. 
My meaning in life is not about me, but others whom I love.
In SMU
Freshman
Entering university was an exciting phase of my life. The prospect of having 
a graduate in the family excited my parents particularly. In a way, my parents 
had the idea that this was their end goal. They had done their duty as parents 
when their child graduates from university and begins to contribute to society 
as a member of the workforce. For me, the idea that I could move away from 
general subjects and choose a particular field of study was intriguing. Like 
most freshmen, I had high expectations for the subsequent four years.
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As exciting as the prospect was, the transition was not easy; I experienced 
culture shock in university. From having a timetable to follow and a group to 
which I was assigned (like a class in school or a platoon in the army), I was now 
my own with an empty schedule to fill. I could make friends with anyone, join 
any group and do pretty much anything I wanted. While I could cope with 
most aspects of university life, I found it difficult to identify with a particular 
group. Thinking back, this could have been due to two factors namely, my 
lack of resources and social skills.
Firstly, to continue supporting myself, I started giving tuition to primary 
and secondary school students. With my parents paying for my university 
tuition fees, I wanted to be responsible for other expenses. I was giving as 
many as nine lessons a week in different locations around Singapore. Secondly, 
there was a dissonance between my social skills and that of a typical college 
student. For instance, alcohol had always been to me a taboo – an expensive 
vice. For many, though, it was a social lubricant. I realised for the first time that 
I was in the minority because of my socio-economic class. This might not be 
statistically true for all SMU schools or classes but I remember an indication 
of this during my first semester in SMU. Sitting in one of Dr Pang Eng Fong’s 
Technology and World Change seminars, he asked the students to raise their 
hands if they lived in a private residential property. He wanted to verify a point 
about the positive relationship between education level and income. More 
than half of the students in the class raised their hands.
With this first look at life in SMU, I started suspecting that I might just 
come up short.
“Given the long odds we beat to get here, sometimes in our heads, our 
world feels very fragile; at any moment, the clock could strike midnight”
— David Tran, on students who  
escaped poverty to reach higher education
While I found it hard to engage with groups, I was able to meet individuals 
with whom I would go on to forge lasting friendships. One such person was 
Eric Chean. Eric is another benefactor that I wish to thank. He remains a close 
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friend today, and runs his own startup, Marine Nexus, where I would be help-
ing him out with after my graduation. 
I first met Eric when we were in the army and convinced him to join SMU 
rather than NUS. Compared to other freshmen, Eric was much more driven 
about becoming an entrepreneur. He had spent a gap year in Dubai before 
joining SMU. During our freshman year, he started a shipbroking proprietorship 
and needed my (unpaid) help. I saw this as a learning opportunity as much as 
a way to gain an identity, and agreed without hesitation. 
In one year of working together, I learnt from Eric not only how to start a 
business but also about what work can mean in a person’s life. He had full con-
trol of his proprietorship and was obsessed with growing the business. Having 
to work with clients from both sides (matchmaking the ship owner with the 
ship charterer) and many different cultures (from Arabic to Chinese), his work 
was complex and intellectually challenging. I remember fondly the countless 
late night discussions we had thinking of ways to serve our clients better. We 
were highly motivated because we knew that there was a clear relationship 
between our efforts and the reward. The company benefitted from strong 
market activity in 2012 and 2013, and closed several long-tenor contracts.
The company he had set up was not only paying him, but also giving him 
meaningful work. This was my first taste of finding meaning in work.
“Meaningful work is work that is autonomous, that is no one is looking 
over your shoulders; work that is complex that occupies your mind; work 
where there is a relationship between effort and reward – for everything 
you put in, you get something out.”
— Malcolm Gladwell, on meaningful work
As SMU students, we are obliged to complete 80 hours of compulsory com-
munity service. I had my first experience of an overseas community service 
project in Myanmar. A group of 20 SMU students would give English and arts 
and crafts lessons to more than 200 students in Yathar Elementary School in 
the Myingyan township of Mandalay, Myanmar. I was determined to expand 
my overseas experience while in SMU. My parents were not supportive of this 
trip but I remained adamant. It turned out to be one of the most enriching 
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experiences that I had while in SMU. For the first time, I experienced living in 
seclusion, deep in a part of the world few have set foot on. The people I met 
and lived with for the two weeks were the most down-to-earth and apprecia-
tive I have ever met. I came back to Singapore knowing that I would return 
to Myanmar again.
At the end of a first semester, my schedule jam-packed with tuition appoint-
ments, working for Eric and preparing for the overseas community service 
project, I received my first results slip, which came as a warning sign. While 
I had found meaning in many other areas of involvement, I had neglected 
my primary goal as a student, which was to achieve academic success, the 
absence of which would threaten the very purpose for which I had entered 
the university – to find a job. 
A lingering question surfaced at this point.
What should my primary responsibility as a university student be?
Starting the second semester in freshman year, I knew I had to cut down 
on my extra-curricular activities. I found out that I could be eligible for a 
scholarship if I improved my grades. I remember the conversation I had with 
my parents about asking them to pay for my University fees so I could reduce 
the number of tuition appointments and work towards getting a scholarship. 
Even though there was no guarantee that I could get a scholarship – in fact, 
it seemed a long shot, given my first semester’s results – my parents did not 
hesitate for a single moment. My father immediately worked out how much 
more he should have to work. I went on to receive three different scholarships 
that amounted to more than 75 percent of my university tuition fees.
This second semester was also when I became acquainted with Phua Kuan 
Hua. Kuan Hua is another person to whom I owe thanks. He is the best friend 
I have made in SMU and remains a close confidante till this day.
I first met Kuan Hua in Business Law class in our first semester. He was very 
driven about school. He was not just active in class but also in his co-curricular 
activities in the accounting community. He was a student leader and a peer 
tutor for the accounting society, and was constantly striving to improve himself 
and help others around him. I knew I had much to learn from him and was 
fortunate to be assigned to the same class with him again. We agreed to be in 
the same project group for our Business, Government and Society class, and 
this was the start of our friendship. We would make a deliberate effort to take 
at least one class together every semester. 
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In a way, our friendship was built through working together on many dif-
ferent projects in our SMU journey. The most important one, however, came 
outside of class through our community service project. As the new leader of 
the Myanmar project, I was determined to make many changes after my first 
experience. I knew Kuan Hua was still looking for a meaningful project to fulfill 
his 80 hour requirement. I pitched him the role as finance director. It turned 
out to be one of the most memorable experiences we had working together. 
I remember fondly an incident during the early stages of the project. We 
had collected the cost of participation from the group, which amounted to 
around $20,000. We were staring at stacks of fifty-dollar bills in front of us 
behind closed doors in a room. I proposed that we took the money and try our 
luck at the tables in a casino. I wanted to see his reaction to this ‘opportunity’ 
to misappropriate funds and whether he would agree to work with a corrupt 
project leader. He did not disappoint as he proceeded to give me a lecture 
on integrity. This is one aspect of him that I admire most. Kuan Hua not only 
speaks about integrity and doing the right thing, he lives it.
During the two weeks in Myanmar, our friendship blossomed further as 
we learnt more about each other’s lives before SMU, our goals in SMU, and 
aspirations after SMU. The quiet and peaceful village setting coupled with 
long periods of uninterrupted interaction helped us to bond. During this 
project Kuan Hua met his girlfriend; together with my partner, we would have 
double-dates and overseas holidays together.
It is a good feeling knowing that a friend whom I would protect at all cost, 
reciprocates that same sentiment. For the first time, I understood the mean-
ing of a family friend.
“Family isn’t always blood.”
— Anonymous
Sophomore
Sophomore year was when things got serious because of the challenging 
requirements for a student who aspires to work for a Wall Street firm. If you 
wanted to land a full-time job by the final year, you would need a third-year 
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summer internship with that firm, or a comparable one. To secure such an 
internship, you would need to demonstrate relevant experience on your 
resume, and this race begins in the second year of university. Besides having 
relevant experience, you need an outstanding grade point average and a 
declared interest (through your major) in the finance industry by the end of 
sophomore year. 
Coming into university, I had some ideas about the finance industry from 
reading the news and through watching films. I had an interest in financial 
markets and was considering that as an option. During the sophomore year, 
I also started learning more about the finance industry from peers, seniors 
who had landed a job at investment banks, or from juniors who had secured 
internships with particular firms. A common topic of discussion was the high 
salary these people were receiving, even as interns. 
Most of my peers in the business school and even in other faculties had 
expressed an interest in a finance major and an intention to join the industry. 
With no clear idea which path to take at the time, I decided to follow them. 
Besides, my family and I could surely use the money.
The sophomore year was my most important year in SMU for two reasons. 
I took my first step into the industry that I would eventually enter, and I met 
the love of my life.
The first major step of my foray into the finance industry was to take a leave 
of absence to intern at a Dutch merchant bank – a beneficial arrangement for 
me. By cramming other semesters with the required classes, I would not have 
to delay graduation even with a semester away from school, and I could gain 
some work experience. Furthermore, I could save some money while working 
for six to seven months. Lastly, because my internship was for a reasonably 
extended period, my employer assigned me real responsibilities because I had 
the time horizon to see them through to fruition. Through this experience, I 
learnt about working in a professional setting and developed a strong interest 
in commodities and shipping.
The sophomore year was also when I asked Stella Lim to be my future 
partner in life. She is my girlfriend today and has been my partner through 
thick and thin.
I first met Stella in our freshman year when we were enrolled in Ms Rosie 
Ching’s Statistics class. Ms Ching’s class is famously demanding in terms of time 
and effort required for the term project. Despite being in the same project 
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group and spending a large amount of time together for the project, we only 
came together a year later, after reuniting at a sending-off for a senior going 
on an overseas exchange programme.
As Stella was an international student from South Korea, she spent her 
entire summer and winter holidays back home, which in effect put us in a 
long distance relationship. However, this also meant that we had some space 
for the relationship to develop, and I was able to focus fully on my internship 
during the summer.
Growing up in a small city-state where friends and family are within easy 
reach, this relationship showed me a new meaning to love.
“Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”
— Eleanor Roosevelt
Junior
Junior year was when we first had a sense of what we might be doing upon 
graduation from university. In this year, we were interviewed for, and eventu-
ally underwent our penultimate-year summer internship. At the end of the 
internship, we would also receive the return offer if the firm wanted us.
With each firm offering only a limited number of spots, I applied to at least 
30 different companies. Since each application would typically entail several 
rounds of interview, a large portion of the first semester in junior year was dedi-
cated to preparing and going for interviews. I found this period highly stressful.
In a way, junior year was very much like “judgement year”, when we got 
a first look at how we would fare through this process and where we might 
land. Since most companies limit the enrollment in their summer internships 
to only penultimate-year students, this was the first time that our candidacy 
would be seriously considered. This can be likened to an aspiring singer’s 
first blind audition in a singing contest. Besides worrying over prospective 
employers’ views of us, we also felt the judgement of our peers through the 
constant discussions about each other’s placements.
At that point, I had another sense of what our job could mean to us.
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Among us, I observed a tendency to attach a person’s worth to his job 
entirely and indiscriminately.
When more than 90 percent of your hard-fought applications amounted 
to nothing, it was easy to doubt your worth. Stella was my pillar of strength 
through this period. Thinking back, her encouragement was what kept me 
applying and going for interviews. She rehearsed my pitch with me and never 
complained about being tired of hearing the same story and lines over and again.
Knowing Stella also brought another matter of life into focus. Unlike most 
juniors, she was less unsettled. Through her father’s connections, she had 
already secured her internship. She had a stint with a prestigious American 
law firm in her sophomore year and was now heading to one of the biggest 
mergers and acquisitions advisers in South Korea.
Inevitably, this contrast in our approaches to securing a job got me thinking.
“That’s one of the reasons we no longer think of poverty as being useful 
in the nineteenth-century sense; no matter how hard you work, or how 
disciplined you are, it is difficult to overcome the socially marginalizing 
effects of an impoverished background.”
— Malcolm Gladwell, on the uses of adversity
I eventually took an offer from a Singapore statutory board for a joint pro-
gramme to work at a British multinational oil company, in both its Singapore 
and London offices. This was a valuable experience that deepened my interest 
and experience in the commodities and shipping space, and allowed me to 
work on an overseas assignment. 
Living and working in London for a month, I experienced a super-sized 
cosmopolitan city, not unlike Singapore, with a vibrant culture. There were 
marked differences nonetheless. Because of the geography of England and 
the United Kingdom, someone living in London can take a weekend road trip 
that brings them from urban to rural environments, adding so much variety to 
life. Even though I was only there for the summer, I observed that the seasonal 
changes add much diversity to life, from clothes to practical considerations 
like changing the tires of a vehicle. 
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At this point, I am determined to find out what life is like in countries with 
four seasons.
“There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the 
heavens.”
— Ecclesiastes 3
Senior
Senior year was special in that I spent the entire year outside of SMU. I took 
my second leave of absence to pursue an internship in the first semester and 
went on an overseas exchange in the second semester. Ironically, this was the 
period during which I realised how much SMU had transformed me. Being 
away from school and often in foreign, uncharted territories, I found the con-
stant need to hold fast to an identity, work in a certain style, and approach 
life in a particular way. 
My first semester was spent at a Norwegian investment bank that specialises 
in oil and oil services industries. The internship would turn out to be the tough-
est of all my internship experiences in SMU. For the first time, I experienced 
the life of a low-ranking investment banker who did everything for his team, 
clients, potential clients, regulators, but nothing for himself. Working hours 
were extremely long and most of the work was preparatory and contingent 
on another stakeholder. Nonetheless, I learnt many valuable lessons and 
deepened my experience in the commodities and shipping space. 
More importantly, I learnt how prepared I was for the workforce. This was 
my third internship; I found that I was able to adapt to the subtle differences 
in each work environment. With a better sense of my priorities in life, I was 
better able to engage with colleagues meaningfully and forge lasting relation-
ships, even outside of work. 
My second semester in senior year was spent at Oregon State University in 
the USA. This was, by a large margin, the most eye-opening experience of my 
SMU journey. During this exchange programme, I experienced winter, spring 
and summer; I experienced living in urban and suburban communities; I saw 
a wide variety of physical geographical features from canyons and mountain 
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ranges to clear-water lakes and endless coastlines; I experienced not just the 
American culture but also that of other exchange students from different parts 
of the world; I got a taste of an American fraternity party; I experienced the 
life of an immigrant minority; I observed the way of life of immigrants from 
different generations; I visited my best friend from junior college and learnt 
about his life in his university; I travelled with Stella and her family and got a 
taste of managing in-laws; I was reunited with my aunt who migrated to the 
USA ten years ago; and I realised my wish to have my family go on a road trip. 
We travelled across four different states and visited numerous cities over two 
weeks.
At this point, I realised I have not seen the happy, curious and contented 
faces of my parents enough.
“We travel not to escape life but for life not to escape us.”
— Anonymous
During this six-month overseas experience, I discovered that many people 
did not know much about Singapore, let alone SMU. Often, I found the urge 
to put on my best ambassador hat and share with them what it means to be 
a Singaporean and a part of SMU. 
I found myself to be constantly embodying SMU identity.
To me, to be at SMU is to be able to share ideas, to be an informed and 
responsible global citizen and to be prepared for life.
Overdue
With two leaves of absences, I had to extend my graduation by one semester. 
Entering my fifth year, I was now “overdue”. Most of my class of 2012 had already 
graduated and embarked on careers. I, on the other hand, was in the job market 
for a summer internship. This could not have come in a more fortuitous way.
An SMU alumnus had approached Kuan Hua’s professor for referrals to a 
job opportunity and the professor had wanted to recommend Kuan Hua, who 
declined because he already had a job offer. Kuan Hua referred me to his profes-
sor and vouched fervently for me. With that, the professor who had not yet met 
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me took Kuan Hua’s word and referred me to the alumnus. I went on to pass 
the interviews, secure the internship placement, complete the programme 
and receive a return offer to a preeminent Wall Street investment banks. 
Thinking back, I would not have had this end result if any of the dots had 
not connected they way they did. While I might have put in my best effort in 
securing this job, my manager might not have found me suitable if no one 
had been there to break the ice at the beginning. This person would not have 
been there if the professor had not taken Kuan Hua’s word, or if Kuan Hua did 
not vouch for me the way he did. I would not even know of this opportunity 
if I had not met Kuan Hua and become friends with him. There was an infinite 
amount of ways that these dots could have connected differently.
In a way, this episode sums up my approach to life and success thus far.
“You cannot connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them 
looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow con-
nect in your future.”
— Steve Jobs, on approaching life
“Success = talent + luck; Great success = a little more talent + a lot of 
luck.”
— Daniel Kahneman, on success and luck
Leaving SMU
Fresh from my hiatus, I returned to SMU for my last semester. While I now have 
a better understanding of what living a full life entails, much more than when 
I first entered SMU, I have still much to discover. I am excited because I now 
have mentors, family, friends and confidantes.
In my opinion, SMU has lived up to its name.
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“Transform into a different U: 3 ways SMU will change you – Become 
more confident and articulate, Become more socially aware and respon-
sible, Be more prepared for life.”
— Singapore Management University
And perhaps, even the original promise of universities to society…
“Universities might teach us how to live.”
— The School of Life
Getting and Staying Ahead
Nicholas Teo
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As of the time of writing, I have spent three years at Singapore Management University. Prior to starting school, I had looked forward to learning, working hard, making friends and setting a good foundation for the 
rest of my life. While I still have a year to go before I graduate, I think I am on 
track. Many mistakes were made of course, but ex-ante, most were almost 
inevitable. I have also experienced good fortune, which I sometimes feel I did 
not completely deserve, but I guess that is mathematics – our experiences fol-
low a probability distribution where most are expected and some are better 
or worse than expected.
What follows are my key lessons from SMU thus far. Some lessons I learnt 
the hard way, others I picked up through observation. I have tried to segment 
them into work and relationship lessons but there are considerable overlaps, 
due to their intertwined nature. Furthermore, as I was very engaged in my 
internships during the past three years (I spent the majority of my academic 
semesters juggling part-time internships), many of my lessons are work-related.
Approaching study and work
1. Find the fastest way to do it
Often, we do not realise how inefficient we are. We go on with our habitual way 
of doing things without exploring other more efficient ways of going about 
a task. If there exists a certain task we expect to spend a lot of time on, find 
the shortcuts. Note that quality should be minimally compromised, if at all.
Case in point
For a long time, I was terribly slow at using Microsoft PowerPoint and Excel. 
However, I knew that they were applications I will be using a lot of in my future 
career. So I took online courses, learnt the common shortcuts and doubled 
my speed in less than a month. That is easily a couple of hundred hours saved 
(relative to trial and error to reach the same level of proficiency) – extra time 
that I could now spend on other pursuits.
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2. Seek quality mentors
Good mentors are wonderful; they often have a great deal of valuable insights 
to share, many of which are not available through Googling. Many excelled at 
their academics or internships from day one because they took advice from 
their mentors, others found jobs through referrals from mentors, and so forth. 
A good habit is to not “junk mail” the mentorship program invitations we get, 
but instead to take some time to explore the value of the invitation. When 
we have a mentoring relationship, take the time to maintain it – connect and 
update one another once every month or two.
Case in point
I participated in SMU Alumni Mentoring Programme, and found a great 
mentor who helped me land my dream internship. He made sure that the HR 
shortlisted my resume, and patiently guided me through all key aspects of 
the interview. I can never thank him enough.
3. Set aside your ego
Mathematically, we will be wrong often. Mid-term results are a good reminder 
of that – nobody consistently scores full marks, and it is far easier to be right 
on mid-terms where parameters are set, than in the ambiguities of life where 
information is always asymmetrical. It is better to accept our mistakes and learn 
from them and to not take it personally when we get constructive criticism. 
Reflect on them and fix the problem.
Case in point 
Friend A had a great GPA and an even greater ego. He applied to innumerable 
firms, got rejected by all of them and insulted all of them for not selecting 
him. He refused to change the way he interviewed, refused to prepare for 
interviews with smaller firms because he thought they were not worth his 
time. He remained jobless after more than 50 applications. Friend B had an 
okay GPA but no ego. He was slightly awkward but came across as being 
very genuine. He applied to multiple firms, got rejected, noted down what 
he did wrong and addressed them immediately. After many tries and gradual 
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improvement, he finally landed an internship offer from the biggest hedge 
fund in Southeast Asia.
4. Delivery matters
The smartest person in the room holds little value if he is unable to communicate 
his insights. Delivery matters a lot. How we storyboard our presentation so it 
flows logically, how we project our energy during presentations, the consist-
ency of our formatting are all important factors that capture an audience’s 
attention and help them absorb our ideas.
Case in point
Group A consists of students who are all members of finance CCAs. They over-
loaded their presentation for a finance project that required only one area of 
focus. Unfortunately, the font they used on their Powerpoint deck was tiny 
and they spoke so fast no one could follow their presentation. The audience’s 
interest quickly faded. There were hardly any questions post-presentation – 
their presentation just tanked. Group B is made up of a mix of exchange and 
SMU students. They presented coherently on a simple pharmaceutical acqui-
sition. The font they used was large enough, and the content was concisely 
summarised. Everyone enjoyed the presentation and participated during the 
Q&A that followed. Group B performed very well.
5. Communicate your capacity
This is a big mistake most commonly made when we are overly eager. We take 
on every assignment request without considering if we can complete it, and 
end up submitting sub-par work. And when someone else has to fix our fiasco 
at the last minute, it leaves a very bad taste in everyone’s mouth.
Case in point
During one of my internships, I took on an additional assignment from the 
Malaysian team. He said he needed it in three days and asked if I could han-
dle it. I said yes. Over the following three days, I realised it was impossible to 
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complete it within the time, but I was too embarrassed to tell him. It was only 
on the morning of the presentation, when he flew down to Singapore that 
I told him I did not manage to complete it. He had to postpone that part of 
the presentation with the client. It made him look bad, and I felt horrible too.
6. Be humble
In my view, this might be the most important thing with regard to work. From 
a social perspective, arrogant people are very unpleasant to be around. From 
an opportunistic perspective, our colleagues will be more willing to forgive 
our mistakes when we are humble. And mistakes will happen.
Case in point
Interviews are a great example. I had a friend that exclaimed he was great 
at Excel during an interview, and the interviewer (an analyst who lives and 
breathes Excel) asked what Ctrl-Alt-V does. He did not know and just kept 
quiet. The interview ended shortly after, with no offer. This happens really 
often, as people can see through a facade of arrogance.
Approaching relationships
1. Be nice
Stephen Schwarzman, CEO of Blackstone, has one simple rule for his employees: 
“Be nice”. In my view, these two words encapsulates how we should approach 
relationships.
Those two words, if followed closely, would solve most of our relationship 
problems. Too often, conflicts arise because we are not sensitive to other 
people’s feelings. Always acknowledge the other party. It is always possible 
to convey our views, even in disagreement, in a non-confrontational, polite 
and tactful manner.
51Getting and Staying Ahead
Case in point
When I think about the people I genuinely enjoy being around and go out of 
my way to help, one common trait among them is that they are nice people. 
When I think about the times I have offended someone, usually it is because I 
said something insensitive. What I said may be true, but poor choice of words 
and bluntness will hurt, achieving nothing but damage to the relationship.
2. Have positive conversations
Life is tough, and often we need someone to rant to. But it is important to 
ensure that ranting does not become a habit, and that conversations in the 
relationship are mostly of a positive nature. Negative conversations drain the 
relationship, more so for the receiving party. Try to talk about the good stuff, 
the funny stuff, the stuff that make us enjoy going back to one another after 
a long day of hard work.
Case in point
There were times when I was quite stressed juggling part-time work and 
school, and my conversations with my girlfriend consisted mainly of my com-
plaints. This went on for a while until she finally confronted me and told me 
that although she cared a lot for me, my months of negativity were tiring her 
out. I began to steer my conversations to a more positive nature and both of 
us are much happier now. Complaining drained both of us. Our move toward 
positive conversations energised both of us.
Coping and Managing
Ng Rui Qi
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Introduction
Reflecting on my journey in university was cathartic. I first chose SMU in a deliberate attempt to step out of my comfort zone. I had heard that the other local universities were similar to a junior college, and that 
their students experienced a greater shock stepping into the workforce. Since 
both of my cousins had graduated from SMU and transitioned with ease into 
the workforce, I thought that this university would be a good experience for 
me. That said, I experienced a steep learning curve when I first enrolled into 
university. Even before stepping into SMU, I had to learn to be resourceful as 
I was only provided with a checklist to complete for my admission into the 
university, but without clear instructions. Comparatively, upon being offered 
a place by other schools, I received a thick booklet with detailed instructions 
on anything that I needed to know such as applying for a concession pass 
and how to matriculate. For the first few years of university life at SMU, I 
was thrown into the deep end, which was discomfiting but also led to much 
personal growth. Four years have quickly passed. And here are the lessons I 
learnt from my time at SMU.
Overcome timidity
I have always been very timid. Consequently, I was bullied a lot in secondary 
school and at junior college. I did not know how to stand up for myself, so I 
tried my best to fade into the background. A few years later, a few of my sec-
ondary school bullies added me on Facebook. I summoned up the courage 
to ask them why they had tormented me so. They said they had targeted me 
simply because I was so well-behaved and meek. I was furious. Not just at their 
inadequate apology, but because I felt that it was in part my fault. Had I gotten 
the courage to stand up for myself, the bullying would have stopped. I knew 
then that if I continued to be timid, there was a good chance that I would get 
bullied in the workplace. I was determined to never let that happen again. 
And thus my choosing SMU, as class participation was a famously significant 
component of my education, and I knew I would have to overcome my timidity 
in order to do well. In my first year, I really hated having to participate in class. 
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I felt as though people were judging me, and was terrified of having all eyes 
on me. However, I would participate anyway as I wanted to do well.
Similarly, I avoided seeking clarifications as I did not want to draw atten-
tion to myself. This resulted in difficulties when I misunderstood the subject. 
However, I overcame this quickly after a grading incident in Year One. When 
the component grades were released, I found that the professor had given 
me a much lower class participation grade than the average, even though I 
participated frequently. I was so perplexed by the grade and finally summoned 
up the courage to email the professor. After checking with the Teaching 
Assistant, the professor realised that he had made a mistake and corrected my 
class participation to A+. This made me realise that I would have done badly 
for no reason had I not questioned the grade.
Today, I find it much more natural for me to participate in discussions, to 
assert myself and to seek clarifications, which has aided my learning considerably.
It is okay to be different
For a very long time, I just wanted to fit in. Having been bullied for being dif-
ferent when I was younger, I felt that it was safest to be nondescript.
This proved difficult when I first entered university, and my values were 
challenged. It first started off with a group mate who wanted to plant questions 
for our project’s Q&A. The group agreed with him. Since he was determined 
to do well, he quarrelled with me when I refused to do so. I felt that doing so 
demonstrated a lack of integrity. This incident frustrated him so much that he 
vented about the “integrity girl” to a mutual friend, who immediately identified 
me from his vague description. When the friend later related this incident to 
me, I felt very uncomfortable. I did not realise that standing up for my beliefs 
would make me stand out. It is often easier to fit in. 
Though I was desperate to do well, I knew I did not want to lose sight of 
who I was. As is written in Luke 9:25, “what good is it for someone to gain the 
whole world, and yet lose or forfeit their very self?” I knew that compromising 
on my beliefs would cause me to lose my self-respect. Keeping that in mind 
helped me to focus on what mattered whenever my values were challenged. 
Over time, I found it easier to accept that I could be different.
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Rejection is part and parcel of life
Rejections were once devastating to me. I never worked particularly hard when 
I was younger, but somehow always made it – to the Express stream, to the 
triple science stream and thereafter to a junior college. I experienced the first 
major setback of my life in college, when I did so badly in my examinations 
that I was asked to repeat a year. For a long time, that rejection left a huge 
scar that I was ashamed of, and tried to hide as best as I could. I did really well 
thereafter – I had offers to the best faculties in Singapore and excelled in my 
academics in SMU. But because of that, I never quite learnt how to deal with 
rejection. When I looked for an internship in Year Two, I was rejected over and 
over again. That left me with a strong sense of inadequacy, especially since 
most of my friends had quickly landed offers. When I confided in a senior that 
the constant rejections from interviews were demoralising, he advised me to 
treat each interview as a learning experience, and to simply enjoy the process. 
That really helped me to deal with rejection and to learn from it. I am no longer 
ashamed of being rejected, nor afraid of being rejected. When I look back, I 
realise that the experiences I have had have shaped my thinking and even 
my future; they led me towards my dream career. I am excited to be joining a 
management consulting firm upon graduation. Most memorably, one of the 
interview questions was about rejection and how I had dealt with it.
Learn to ask for help
I was taught to be self-sufficient from a young age. Although I came from a 
comfortable, middle-income household, my parents were determined to teach 
us how to be independent. From primary school, I learnt to prepare meals, 
study (with minimal tutoring) and to do weekly chores. I was also taught to 
budget my allowance. This was especially challenging, as I had a small allow-
ance and could easily spend the entire amount within one outing. My parents 
were strict about not giving us any more money even if we had spent all of 
it. This resulted in me learning to not to rely on others for help. As I grew up, 
I hated asking for help. I felt it was shameful to ask for help and was fearful 
that doing so would tell others that I was inadequate. Consequently, I tried 
my best to be self-sufficient. 
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In Year Two, I started looking for an internship. Despite going for many 
interviews, I was often turned down in favour of candidates with experience. 
I was very worried about being able to graduate on time, as I assumed that I 
would be similarly rejected in Year Three without any experience. Thus, I ended 
up turning to my auntie and uncle, who helped me get my first internship at 
their friend’s company. I felt really ashamed and embarrassed of that at first, 
especially when my colleagues brought up how I had gotten the internship. 
It was then that my father reminded me that everyone needed help at some 
point in his or her life, and that there was no shame in reaching out. In fact, that 
it could be a valuable learning experience. With that in mind, I finally shared 
my experience with my friends. To my surprise, I found that my experience 
was not uncommon. In fact, many of my friends who landed prestigious first 
internships did so through their connections. My older friends also shared 
with me that how I landed the internship was not as important as how I used 
the opportunity. Subsequently, I joined SMU’s alumni mentoring programme. 
The first two weeks on the programme were daunting – I was constantly 
rejected by seniors that I approached as they had already found a mentee. 
Old habits die hard, and I gave up on the programme, as I was embarrassed to 
be constantly asking for help. It was then that an SMU alumnus that worked 
as a consultant approached me and became my mentor. He was very willing 
to share his experiences, and even expressed, to my surprise, that mentoring 
was mutually beneficial. He liked keeping relevant with the curriculum and 
programmes, and his company valued that. Through my mentor’s coaching, 
I was able to gain a more mature understanding of my experiences. I would 
not have been able to achieve this on my own, as my circle of friends lacked 
the requisite experience.
 Another instance when I received help was during my preparations for 
my consulting job interview. I knew that I was disadvantaged as I did not have 
the case practice, case competition experience or consulting internships that 
most aspiring consultants had undertaken. I wanted to ask my professor, an 
experienced consultant, for advice. However, I was reluctant to approach him 
as I felt intimidated by him. After considering it for a few days, I decided to 
grit my teeth and do it anyway. As it turned out, he was very willing to help, 
and much friendlier in person. He gave me personalised advice, and added 
structure to my analytical skills.
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These experiences taught me that no man is an island and that it is impos-
sible to be self-sufficient. As hard as I tried, there were times when I needed help, 
and that was okay. This realisation caused me to be kinder to my teammates 
too, as I learnt to accommodate their strengths and weaknesses.
Things may not always be fair
There were certain times in the university when I felt unfairly treated. For 
instance, while on exchange, a professor refused to assign a local student 
to our group, even though the software used was only available in the local 
language. The same professor later accused another Singaporean and I of 
being disrespectful for requesting to submit a separate report, when we got 
frustrated at other exchange students who had freeloaded off our work while 
being extremely confrontational, and getting an ‘A’ grade, At one point, the 
male exchange student even threatened violence to the other Singaporean. 
It was the first time I was alone in a foreign country; having no support or 
protection was a sobering experience.
Another instance was when I returned home from exchange, and took a 
module in which my exchange “buddy” was now in Singapore as an exchange 
student. The groups were preassigned, and my group had four members, 
including my “buddy”. I was not keen to be in the same group as her, as she 
had not fulfilled her responsibilities as my “buddy” and was mostly absent 
during my exchange. She also feigned ignorance each time I needed her help 
as I could not read the local language. Since almost all of the other groups 
had five to six members, I shared my concerns and asked the professor if we 
could be assigned another student. He rejected our request as all groups had 
been randomly decided and he assured me that he would grade us fairly. 
Unfortunately, my fears were realised as, over the course of the project, my 
“buddy” was an absent member. The other members had to pick up the slack 
and assume greater responsibility. This experience taught me to take one for 
the team. I learnt to manage my group members’ emotions when they were 
stressed and overworked. I worked especially hard to overcome the handicap 
of having only three members. After all, we were graded independently of 
that fact. Eventually, I aced the module.
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I felt thankful. There may have been times where I felt aggrieved, but these 
experiences have shaped me and taught me so much.
Fight for what you want
When I first entered university, I realised that I had not tried many things. I 
come from a sheltered home and my parents were very protective over me. 
Furthermore, I disliked failure, and justified not trying as being “realistic”. During 
my first internship, I realised that work would take up most of my future and 
felt sad that I had so few special memories. I did not want to start work with 
regrets and so set about creating new memories. I loved the acronym ’YOLO’, 
for ‘you only live once’ (akin to Carpe Diem or ‘seize the day’) and tried to live 
by it. For the first time in my life, I joined a Latin dance workshop, went to 
several school functions (including one held at a club) and group dinners. I 
began to challenge myself, and started to apply for roles that I would have 
avoided previously, such as SMU’s Events Associate. My self-efficacy naturally 
increased when I got the roles. As Wayne Gretzky said, “you miss 100% of 
the shots you don’t take”. This quote resonated with me, and I realised that 
I was the better for trying, in spite of the risk of rejection. The same attitude 
inspired me to work hard for the quantitative modules that I was afraid of such 
as Finance and Statistics, and I ended up doing quite well in those subjects. 
In the same vein, I really wanted to experience a semester on exchange but 
my parents did not allow it. Instead of giving up, I decided to persuade them 
and eventually convinced them to give me a budget. This paid off though I 
was on a tight budget, and spent much of my own savings; the experience 
was an unforgettable one.
Learn to trust 
I am a perfectionist, and am very particular about work quality and language. I 
tend to micromanage. As such, I would prefer to rewrite an entire report rather 
than submit one of poor quality. Since I usually take four to five modules per 
semester and do multiple edits of the report, this inevitably led to high levels 
of stress. Eventually, I realised that this was not feasible, and that it was natural 
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to experience burnout when I did so much work. I needed to learn to trust 
others. With experience, I learnt to adapt my style to different groups of people. 
For groups with largely responsible members, I agreed on clear guidelines 
for work consistency, and edited the work collaboratively. As for groups with 
more irresponsible members, I would seek the help of a trusted member to 
help check the work of the other members. This helped me to manage my 
workload more efficiently, while ensuring that work quality was still up to par.
Interestingly, I did the Jay Hall’s Conflict Management survey in both Year 
One and Year Four, and found that I evolved from a Controller to Collaborator 
style. The Controller style refers to one who is assertive, while the Collaborator 
style refers to one that is both assertive and cooperative. I feel that this change 
is working style is largely due to the project-based nature of SMU modules 
which have, over four years, taught me to interact with others in a more effec-
tive manner.
It is okay to be alone
I have never liked being alone. In my first year, I would go out of my way to 
bid for classes with friends, so I would have company in class. Soon, I realised 
that this was inefficient. Bidding with my friends often meant higher bid prices, 
and a timetable with a long work week, especially since we all had different 
major requirements. Furthermore, my friends’ preferences did not necessarily 
suit mine; some modules can be quantitative-focused or qualitative-focused, 
and they preferred the quantitative ones. I first tried bidding for a class alone 
in Year Two, and found to my surprise that I was quite comfortable alone, or 
knew people in the class anyway. This allowed me more freedom with my 
timetable and choice of modules. I could also give up modules that were a 
poor fit without guilt. Being alone gave me time to reflect, and taught me to 
be more independent. While it was still a little discomfiting having to join a 
group without my friends, I have found that I have equal chances of obtaining 
group mates who are a hit or a miss even with my own friends.
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Manage toxic people
I had a close friend with whom I frequently bid for classes for the first two years 
of SMU. I loved having a close friend around, and I spent much of my time in 
school with her. But as a friend, I was blind to her irresponsible behaviour. For 
instance, in one of our projects, I wrote her part of the group report for her 
as she claimed that she did not know how to do it (even though I was equally 
clueless). Even so, for many semesters, I was perfectly fine with it because she 
was my friend, and friends help each other out, or so I thought. Things finally 
came to a head when she brought her close friend to a module who, together 
with her, was absent during the entire group project. Despite this, the two of 
them had the audacity to ask for an explanation of the project right before a 
meeting with the professor, whereupon they monopolised the entire discussion 
and misled the professor into thinking they had done most of the work. I felt 
ashamed for her. My group mate, a senior who was largely responsible for our 
success, was too polite to intervene. I felt very apologetic to him thereafter for 
bringing my friend into the project. I was also upset that I had been so blind 
to her poor attitude. The semester after, I joined a module alone, and found 
that my workload lightened dramatically.
It is hard to work with people who are toxic. I was once allocated to a 
group with members who hated each other on sight. It turned out that three 
of them had a history. One member was brash, and was often badmouthed 
by others. Another was passive-aggressive, and heightened group tensions. 
And one was emotionally unstable. Every group meeting was clotted with 
disagreement and heightened tension. Each text sent in the group chat was 
volatile, and even the emails were passive-aggressive. It was the most toxic 
group I had ever been a part of. Yet I realised that for the sake of our group 
project, it was paramount to manage the situation and the group dynamics. 
Thankfully, I learnt how to cater to their idiosyncrasies. By presenting things in 
as rational a way as possible, and maintaining a positive demeanour in spite of 
anything, I managed to reach an agreement whereupon tensions eased and 
subsequent group meetings became a lot easier. We managed to complete 
the project and aced it in spite of everything, which was a tremendous relief.
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SMU network
When I first came to SMU, people told me that it was a school with a unique 
network culture. I was very sceptical of that. I did not want to make shallow 
friendships, or pander to people to gain connections. Friendships, to me, 
should be genuine. I have since found that my notions were misconceived. 
The friendships I formed, though quick, are genuine. This may be due to the 
pressure-cooker nature of group projects. I have also learnt a great deal from 
my seniors. Even though they probably gained nothing from knowing me, they 
have been very kind. For instance, a graduate student who taught me a lot 
about potential career paths even called me after the final exams to check on 
me, because he knew I was worried about passing the exam. These seniors have 
inspired me to be a kind senior. As a result, I try my best to help my younger 
friends in the university. SMU network is very interesting indeed. When I did 
an internship at Raffles Place, I ran into my seniors frequently and had a few 
meals with them. I also found that SMU students tended to connect with each 
other quickly when we meet at internships or interviews as compared to the 
other schools, which may be due to our unique culture.
Find meaningful work
When I was little, I dreamt of being the first female president of Singapore. As 
I grew older, I realised that I lacked the typical academic pedigree of a local 
politician, and gave up that dream. Later, I excelled in English and wanted to 
be a writer. However, my parents actively discouraged me from taking that 
path, as they felt that it would not amount to much as a career in Singapore. 
In junior college, I had little ambition but toyed with the idea of being a flight 
attendant, as I admired their polished image. I had little purpose in life then. 
Going to university was a practical decision taken to ensure I could secure a 
better future. Fortunately, I enjoyed the business curriculum. Still, I had no clear 
idea of what I wanted to do. Acting on the advice given in our Finishing Touch 
Workshops, I looked at the modules that I had aced and realised that I did well 
in operations, strategy and human resources modules. Since I had interest in 
strategy, I went for the “know-thy-major” talk but was quickly dismissed by 
the career counsellors who claimed that the only career path would be as a 
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management consultant, and that I could not be one as I did not have a GPA 
of 3.8. I decided then to follow my other interests and declared a double 
major in human resources and corporate communications. Yet the more I 
learnt and experienced, the more torn I felt; I was eager to be a consultant as 
I felt that it was a close fit for my interests and personality, but had been told 
that it was impossible. Fortunately, I had an excellent mentor who assured 
me that consulting was still very much a possibility, and who gave me sound 
advice to beef up my portfolio. Eventually, I landed the only consulting job 
that I applied for. I was so grateful to have found work that I find meaningful, 
because I had experienced previously just how difficult it was to wake up 
every day to a job that you hated.
Conclusion
It was difficult for me to write this paper. My time in SMU was a profound one 
with many experiences that were hard to reduce to words. As this journey 
comes to an end, I feel many things – accomplished, proud, humbled, scared 
and a little sad. But I am truly excited for what lies ahead, and above all, thank-
ful that I made the decision four years ago to join SMU.

Jumping and Learning
Matthew Goh
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Strike while the iron is hot
It was January 2010. I had just rounded off the best year of my life. In 2009, I had broken the national record for Long Jump three times. I competed in my first South East Asian (SEA) Games in Vientiane, Laos and finished the 
year ranked 13th in the world. I also graduated from my tertiary studies with a 
GPA of 4.7/5.0 and was the top student in my cohort. I was on top of the world.
I knew what was next, getting enlisted in the army. Now how bad could 
that be? After all, my buddy Calvin Kang was able to get out of army camp to 
train during his service – I should have no problem after what I achieved right?
Well, I was not right. It turned out that sort of thinking would haunt me 
for the next two years.
The Year 2010 was important because it was the year of three very big 
competitions – the 13th World Junior Championships in Athletics, the XIX 
Commonwealth Games, and the XVI Asian Games.
My personal best at that time was 7.62m in the Long Jump. At my current 
pace of progress, I would have been at least 8th place in the Commonwealth 
Games, 5th Place in the Asian Games and 4th place in the World Juniors. All 
I needed was a deferment of three months to train and compete at these 
three competitions.
Sadly, I had a very poor attitude; I took the deferment as a given and did 
not fight hard enough for it. I did not appreciate the fact that such opportu-
nities may never come again. As a result, the appeal for deferment was not 
successful. Not only did I miss the three competitions which I had trained over 
six years for, I essentially lost the opportune time to be at those competitions 
at the physical prime of my athletic career.
Without the deferment and the time to solely focus on training, I was not 
able to better that personal best of 7.62m I had set back in 2009. Despite that, 
this experience taught me to treasure opportunities in the future, and to not 
let any crucial moments slip away.
No man is an island
I firmly believe in the internal locus of control and that one should not sit idle 
and expect results. Coming from a sporting background, it is almost illogical 
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for one to not get up and exercise and still become a master at his discipline. 
Despite this mindset, as I look back at key successes I had, I realise that many 
of these would not be possible if I had done it on my own.
Now statistically, it takes about 10 years to train to be an Olympic champion 
and the mean age to win an Olympic medal is 25 years old. This means starting 
training at 15 years of age, and training consistently and progressively for the 
next 10 years till one reaches 25. I did that for six years and I achieved a per-
sonal best distance of 7.62m. I was a year or two away from 8.00m which was 
the Olympic Qualifying Standard, and perhaps three to four years away from 
>8.30m which would be a medal finish at the Olympics. So while I was making 
good progress, I still needed four more good years of uninterrupted training.
After six years together, my training group stopped training and I had to 
train alone. It was only then that I realised it was these people who kept me in 
the sport for six years because after they all stopped, I soon followed. I spent 
eight months after my ORD from the army training for the ASEAN University 
Games alone. For four to five hours a day, I would take the train alone to the 
track for training. Despite winning a silver medal at the ASEAN University 
Games, I was unhappy and stopped training for the sport altogether. Looking 
back, if it had not been for my training group, I may not have made the six 
years of training and perhaps, not have broken all the records in the process.
Secondly, I learnt that my academic success had a large part to do with 
the friends I had. From SMUX to SMU Track and Field, to the friends I met on 
exchange and my business study mission trips, I met seniors who were happy 
to share the inside scoop on how to score well in SMU. Of course, there was 
also the crowd-sourced Dropbox folder of past-year papers from which I 
benefitted tremendously as well.
I once was told by a friend who graduated before I began in SMU that 
resources from friends trump all. After four years of university I still believe that 
to be true. I did not regret getting involved in student life instead of locking 
myself away to study alone because I gained so much more by meeting and 
learning from others.
I also had the privilege of having an elder brother who was one year ahead 
of me in SMU. Hence, even if I was not able to find the resources among my 
peers in school, I was able to get them from my brother or from his batch of 
schoolmates (whom I knew as well because we were both in the Track and 
Field Club).
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Looking back, I realised how much easier these friends have made my 
academic life in SMU. I learnt that a lot of success can be attributed to friends, 
and that one should never forget them! On hindsight, I am glad I still keep in 
contact with my training group even after six years of not training together.
Discipline
Discipline to me is simply doing something you do not naturally like to do in 
order to achieve a goal. This is a very important lesson because it enabled me 
to go from excelling in sports to excelling in school. I can only hope that this 
lesson would help me excel in the workplace too.
I really only started learning discipline when I went to the Sports School. 
There, I had to do many things which I did not like such as: waking up at 5.45 
am, making my own bed when I got up, going to train twice a day, training on 
a Saturday morning at Bukit Gombak Stadium (1 hour and 15 mins away from 
home), studying every day from 7 pm to 9 pm (a mandatory study period in 
the Sports School), sticking to the training program (when I felt I could not do 
it anymore, or even when I felt I want to do more), not hanging out during the 
weekdays at all (no television, no movies, not much computer time), cleaning 
my room weekly on Sunday night when I check into the hostel.
Little did I know that I was learning a recipe for getting good at something. 
It was nothing “sexy”. In fact, one of the key traits which led to me becoming 
good in sports was very boring. It involves doing something over and over 
again, following a routine day in and out, all the while focused on my goals.
I was very lucky to have entered SMU through my sporting achievements. 
However, I was quite nervous because I had not competed academically for 
the past eight years. I did not have any O-Level or A-level certificates to show; 
I came to university with a Diploma in Sports Science (completely irrelevant 
to Business Management) and a PSLE certificate.
Nevertheless, I applied what I had learnt in sports to my studies. I set goals 
for myself. I set goals such as setting aside time for preparing for class every 
day. I set goals to listen in class every day. I also set goals to wake up early every 
day to get more hours of work time. The goals were set for the small things 
but eventually they worked up to more than small achievements. I managed 
to get a GPA of 3.93 in my first semester, to my unimaginable delight.
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As I look forward to a long 30 or more years of working life, this is one lesson 
I want to keep very close to my heart – setting small goals, being disciplined 
to follow through and developing good habits in the process.
On the matter of luck
I have a close friend in SMU whom I met in my inline skating club. He is the 
kindest person I know. He is extremely responsible and diligent in his studies. 
I believe we are of roughly the same academic capabilities. Yet the outcome 
of our university paths have diverged to a point it makes me sad.
He is not from a well-to-do family. His parents moved to Singapore from 
Malaysia. His father works in Malaysia, while his mom sells rudimentary daily 
equipment to hospitals. To support himself, he teaches tuition part time. He 
does not have a functioning wi-fi at home so he has to come to school to get 
work done. He lives one-and-a-half hours away from SMU. Given all these 
circumstances, he already has at least two to three hours a day less than me. 
This equates to 15 to 20 hours of disadvantage a week.
He is not naturally eloquent nor does he make friends for the sake of 
benefits. As such, he ends up doing projects with exchange students or the 
‘unwanted’ students in the classes he attends. Since he has to work doubly 
hard to pick up the slack that his group mates leave, he has even less time to 
study and prepare for his exams.
We spent a lot of time together in Years One and Two due to inline skating. 
However, after my exchange program in the USA, we stopped spending as 
much time together. It was also during this time when our career aspirations 
started to diverge.
Looking back, I realised that I could have very well been in his shoes; I was 
simply lucky to be born to my parents. Dad works in the oil and gas industry 
so he helped me secure my first internship at a commodity trading house 
which was what helped me get more internships after. Dad works in town 
so he drops me off in school every day. Dad wakes me up if I ever oversleep. 
Dad has the resources to buy a house that has a dedicated and comfortable 
study room. Mom is always around and has been a great source of support. I 
never had to work to pay my school fees, my Dad pays them without asking 
for any money back.
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This stark contrast between our starting points in life is something none 
of us have control over but yet determined so much of our lives. This is defi-
nitely a reason for me to be grateful for everything I have, and to never forget 
such friends in life. I am glad we rekindled our friendship and remain still in 
close contact.
Learning Life’s Lessons 
Since Thirteen 
Joanna See Yi Ning 
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The Beginning
“Not I, nor anyone else can travel that road for you. 
You must travel it by yourself. 
It is not far. It is within reach. 
Perhaps you have been on it since you were born, and did not know.  
Perhaps it is everywhere – on water and land.” 
— Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass
My search for my meaning in life began when I was 13 years old. My parents were very reserved. Papa, returned only two weeks a year from his overseas posting, was never one for smiles nor affec-
tion. According to Mama, he did not even smile on their wedding day. Mama 
was no better – she was the epitome of a warrior then (think Joan of Arc). Yet 
what I remembered clearly as I stumbled my way home on the PSLE results 
day, was the quiet approval in Papa’s tone and Mama’s restrained pleasure 
over the static of long distance calls via the school’s payphone. 
The guilt clawed at me. 
I never did as well as my parents had secretly hoped. It felt wrong basking 
in the warmth of their approval. Thus I went into Secondary school with iron-
wrought determination to do well enough to be at the apex – to give Mama 
and Papa something to be really pleased about.
The meaning of life at age 13 was to do well academically so that Mama 
and Papa would be happy. And I did so. Throughout my Secondary 1 and 2, I 
remained within the top three in the entire cohort. 
The price to get there was steep, but the eventual reward was lack lustre. 
I studied really hard, to the point where I had no friends. I could not spend as 
much time as with my uncles and aunts, and I had to give up long holidays with 
Mama and Papa. Worse, I hated what I was doing – rote memory work with 
no goal other than a fickle paper test. The view at the top was just… lonely. 
Mama probably knew what I was doing to myself (Mama knows everything) 
and she gave me something new to chew on. I listened because Mama never 
ever led me wrong. 
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What Mama told me about the meaning of life: 
As parents, we only wish you would be happy. We did not give birth to 
you for you to study your life away. Life is so much more than the outcomes 
that one achieves and it would be a waste if you did not get to experience it 
all. It is only when you have a vast array of experiences then you will be able 
to find for yourself what life really means to you. 
Thus my search for the meaning of life resumed. Up till today, I am still 
searching hard. Let me share with you some of the things that I saw on the way.
Lesson 1 : Acceptance
“I know there is strength in the differences between us. I know there is 
comfort, where we overlap.”
— Ani DiFranco
In my second year of university, I spent time volunteering at a hospital with a 
friend. We worked with children who were terminally ill. I made friends with 
a boy called Sunny. He was eight.
Sunny liked me best because I indulged his interest of watching airplanes. 
Every day, he would spend hours staring at an old iPad, watching video snip-
pets of airplane take-offs and landings. When I visited the kids, I sometimes 
brought him airplane documentaries. Other days when I got permission from 
the nurses, we would bring Sunny to Changi Airport just to watch the airplanes. 
He would stare silently at the planes for hours, and he refused to leave unless 
we promised another visit.
I never did understand what he found interesting about airplanes. He 
would clutch the seat as a plane were to land on the tarmac, mumble airplane 
jargon under his breath as the plane made a turn. He grinned widest when 
the plane was safely up in the air. He was passionate, full of colour when he 
watched the planes. 
One day, the doctors told Sunny that the cancer had spread to his lungs. 
That day, we went to the airport again. Sunny was silent as usual but that time, 
he never made me promise to come again. 
73Learning Life’s Lessons Since Thirteen 
On the way home, I could not help but ask, “Sunny, why do you like aero-
planes so much?”
And he asked me back, “Sister, why do you like rainy days so much?”
I tried to give him an answer, but to be honest, I did not know where my 
love for rainy days came from. 
Sunny’s question gave me the key to really comprehending the all-important 
life lesson – to not judge. He watched the planes and went quiet, just like how 
I would gaze at the rain and go quirky. His planes most likely gave him so much 
more than what my rain gave me – freedom, simplicity and comfort. People 
find comfort in different things – some may be weird, others may be gross, 
but who are we to judge what is acceptable and what is not?
That day, I went home and cried hard. This was a boy who saw value in 
people. He was pure. I did not want to know that he only had months left. It 
was just so unfair. 
That was the last time I ever saw Sunny. I never went back not only because 
I could not bear to, but also because it felt as if we had already said our good-
byes that day at the airport.
Lesson 2 : Creativity
“There are painters who transform the sun to a yellow spot, but there are 
others who with the help of their art and their intelligence, transform a 
yellow spot into sun.”
— Pablo Picasso
I first heard of this story in August this year, when I went for a talk conducted 
by my friend’s General Paper tutor – Mr Wise. You might have heard of it 
because he occasionally cites this as one of his motivations for teaching. This 
is how it goes. 
Mr Wise began his teaching journey as a General Paper teacher in Nanyang 
Junior College. Of the 25 students in his form class, six had been acknowledged 
as the prettiest girls in the entire school. In addition, the local social outcast, 
Brave, was also in his class. 
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Brave was a unique person at first glance. He looked like the average Joe 
– a few pimples on his face, wore spectacles, was neither too tall nor too short. 
Brave had always come to school with all his notes since primary school. Not 
only was the width of his school back wider than him, he also carried two full 
plastic bags of notes in each hand. 
In class, Brave would seat himself in a chair right in the corner of the class-
room, facing the wall. He never participated in class activities and he was so 
quiet that it seemed as if his presence vanished. Brave was quiet, timid and 
painfully shy. 
It was only after a lesson about sexual trafficking that Brave nervously 
approached Mr Wise to talk privately. That was the first time Mr Wise spoke 
to Brave. 
Brave confessed: “I think… there is something wrong with me. I look at 
the girls in class and fantasise. They make me want to touch myself and I am 
so freaked out. I carry mountains of notes to school to weigh myself down so 
that I cannot run. I make sure to grip my plastic bags of notes tightly when I 
walk past them because I am afraid that if I don’t, I don’t know where to put 
my hands. Please fix me.”
They talked for ages but Mr Wise suspects that Brave never did find his 
reassurance. The next day for the first time in GP lessons, Brave raised his 
hand to express an opinion. 
To Mr Wise’s horror (and to my horror) he turned to face his classmates and 
said, “I am sorry. I masturbate to each and every one of your faces every day.”
Awkward silence followed. No one knew what to say and the tension was so 
thick that you could cut it with a knife. Mr Wise thought he was going to faint. 
Then one of the really pretty girls stood up and said, “Everyone in the 
school most probably masturbates to our faces although they never admit it. 
You are honest; I like you. Let’s be friends.” 
From then on, Brave was always surrounded by these six girls wherever 
he went. He sat among them in class, had lunch together in the canteen with 
them and was even on their team during PE classes. 
It is the statement made by the girl that displays acutely that leadership is 
a creative process. What she said was nothing revolutionary, but the honest 
manner in which it was delivered made it easy for everyone to relate to. It was 
something that most people subconsciously understood, and overlooked, but 
to her it came naturally. That one statement of hers diffused all the tension in 
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the room at that point. More than an emblem of courage, leadership is a work 
of art. As I sat in the auditorium, I marvelled in awe of the girl in the story as I 
came to comprehend of how difficult it was to actually inspire people to follow.
Lesson 3 : Sacrifice
“For I was sure of one thing, it wasn’t always the hero who saved the 
world. It was the person most willing to die first.”
— R.K. Ryals, Fist of the Furor
Fresh out of junior college, I worked as a barista at Starbucks. I have always 
thought that baristas who could perform live latte art were really cool. Not 
only was that the best job stint of my entire life, it was here that I met Hermes. 
Hermes was a part-timer like me. He had worked at Starbucks for eight 
years and accumulated vast experience both in daily operations and crisis 
management. People trusted Hermes’s judgements and would defer to him 
even if his instructions conflicted with the shift manager’s. 
I liked working with Hermes a lot. He taught me everything I knew. He was 
patient and kind. Though I made many mistakes, he never blew up at me. He 
never left me behind even though I must have been the biggest burden and 
as I tagged along like a little duckling, I learnt confidence. 
Hermes taught me many life lessons. Here is one that I treasure the most. 
It was a rainy day. Rainy days tend to be quiet because you would have 
to brave the rain to visit our outlet. I was left at the bar while the rest of my 
partners slacked off in the backroom. Trouble came in the form of a French 
lady in green. 
She ordered a Double Tall Caramel Macchiato and offered her Amex card for 
payment. For some reason, the card could not be read and the lady could not 
pay because she had no cash. I offered for it to be “on the house”. Unfortunately, 
she did not like the idea (due to pride, perhaps), and I got yelled at. 
Like a knight in shining armour, Hermes emerged from the back room 
halfway through – not the shift manager, but Hermes. For all his efforts, he did 
not manage to defuse the situation, but instead was splashed with caramel 
macchiato by the lady who was very mad. 
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A week later, a complaint letter was sent in. For reasons which I never 
bothered to find out, management made a huge fuss over this complaint 
(usually we get tons of complaint letters, but no one really bothered about 
them). Hermes lied to say that he was the one she dealt with the whole time. 
He received a black mark on his name for his successful effort. 
It was my first job stint and my first “crisis” on the job. I was rather unset-
tled by it all. I wanted to own up, but Hermes refused to allow me to, instead 
stating “It is not your fault. Better me than you.” Throughout the entire “inves-
tigation” process which took weeks, he never revealed signs of stress, nor did 
he broach the topic again. 
Yet it was in these weeks that I realised that this was a man whom I would 
follow to the ends of the universe, without any doubt or fear. He was some-
one who was slated for great things (in the company) and for an insignificant 
subordinate (who was almost always a burden) he was willing to risk it all. 
It was about then I comprehended that a good leader was someone who 
could empower his followers to traverse their own fear in confidence. During 
those moments with the lady, I was stressed and apprehensive but I never 
dreaded the consequences of a failure in handling her. Subconsciously I prob-
ably believed that if I faltered, someone (Hermes who was busy snoozing in 
the backroom) would definitely have my back. He has never let me down. 
There are two conditions that have to be met for the above to occur. First, 
the leader must have strength which his followers can rely upon for protec-
tion. Second, followers must be able to trust in the leader’s judgement and his 
promise to come to their aid. Of all the people whom I have ever met, some 
met the first condition, a handful the second, but never both. Hermes was 
the first that fulfilled both. For the first time, I saw someone whom I wanted 
to model myself after, and so I did (or at least tried to).
Ending thoughts 
“All that is gold does not glitter, Not all those who wander are lost.”
— J.R.R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring
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When I first began to write, I had no idea what to write about. I wanted to 
share the things that I had learnt from life, but life lessons are difficult to 
share. I could write a research piece about how man should behave. Yet all 
that does is to impart knowledge, not comprehension. Therefore, I decided 
to write about a few of my experiences in the hopes that you would be able 
to empathise with the emotional turmoil which these people had to undergo 
and from there experience the “moral dilemmas” through their eyes. Do not 
take these stories as accounts of my personal development, but understand 
them for the lessons which they show. It is for me to show you virtues the way 
Mama (and the world) showed them to me, and it is the way I will show them 
to my children in the future.
I stand now on the cusp of graduation. When I look to the future, all I see 
is uncertainty. The things that I dream of doing will guarantee that I starve to 
death; the remaining things which I find exciting mostly attract those who have 
lost aspects of humanity. While my friends have lofty dreams of where they 
will head, I am still searching for my path. I know that I will be left behind as 
they forge ahead on their chosen routes, but that is okay because when one 
door closes, another will open. Just like the seafarers, the adventurers and the 
aviators, I wish to savour the journey and appreciate all the things that make 
life worth living. Out of about two million undeveloped eggs in Mama, I was 
the only one fortunate enough to be born and to see the world. Would it not 
be a shame to not experience life for what it is?
Balancing Work-Life 
in Five Steps
Stephenie Pang
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Introduction
The trend towards work-life integration is something I have always strug-gled with.I believe in work and in doing my best. But when it comes to my 
personal time, the family-loving introvert in me prefers to completely discon-
nect myself from work, and shift my focus towards loved ones, and myself. 
This is how I recharge.
Recently, I was placed in an extremely uncomfortable situation where I was 
forced to confront the inevitable conflict between my need for uninterrupted 
personal time and the demands of being a start-up founder which required 
me to eat, sleep and breathe your start-up (read: all the time).
In all honesty, I was close to buying myself out of the start-up because I 
was unable to reconcile what I wanted with what the start-up needed. It frus-
trated me and ate me up inside. Is work-life balance really a zero-sum game 
for a start-up founder? I refused to give up on a pursuit that I had dedicated 
my past two years to without a proper fight.
The thought led me to embark on this project to read about various per-
spectives regarding work-life integration and to learn from their stories. It 
was a meaningful process. I have extrapolated from the insights I read about, 
and put together some actionable tips that I felt worked for me, and perfectly 
defines the challenge that I had always struggled with.
The following is designed in the format of a letter, or an advice to anybody 
who might be facing the same struggles as I.
The question should not be “What is the meaning of work?”
When thinking about work-life integration, and when confronted with the 
dichotomy between work and life, we tend to think of the philosophical ques-
tion, “What is the meaning of work?” But this usually leads us on a downward 
spiral with no easy answer. The reason is simple: the meaning of work differs 
for each person.
Debating about the meaning of work only points our attention to the wrong 
issue. Truth is, people assign different meanings to work. We therefore have 
different thresholds for what constitutes a work-life balance.
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The key questions to ask are: how do we reconcile these differences, and 
allow people with different thresholds towards work and life to collaborate 
in sync? How do we avoid letting the group that believes in stronger work-
life balance become consumed by the guilt of needing personal time, or feel 
marginalised in this competitive world? As a start-up owner, and the leader 
of a team, these questions become very real.
Focus on actionable steps
To answer this, I spent a full day watching TED videos. Reading articles. Exploring 
perspectives. It was time well-invested, and the result was rather soul-nourishing. 
I have narrowed my takeaways to five actionable steps.
1. Set boundaries
First, set and enforce the boundaries we want. Communicate your desire for 
clearer work-life segmentation. At times, we can get too obsessed with project-
ing an image as an impeccable executive, known only for our work ethics and 
abilities. We are all guilty of that. It scares us to reveal our vulnerability, and 
to openly communicate our need for personal time. But in the words of TED 
speaker Nigel Marsh, “If you don’t design your life, someone else will design 
it for you. And you may just not like their idea of balance.”
That leaves us with another question. After communicating our preference 
for uninterrupted personal time, how do we align it with team members who 
may prefer something else? This was a problem that I faced recently. As an 
individual, I like to keep my phone tucked away or faced down during my 
personal time. The introvert in me finds the need to be constantly connected 
too distracting, too stifling. But it frustrated my co-founders when they were 
unable to reach me outside of work, and understandably so. As a start-up 
founder, you are expected to be always tuned-in and ever-present, in case 
someone needs to contact you for a quick decision or to discuss an idea.
Respecting their feedback, I started making a conscious effort to remain 
contactable in my personal time. But I knew that we needed a contingency 
plan for it to be sustainable. I needed a clear follow-up plan that would work 
for both parties. So I asked my team to drop me a message if they could not 
reach me, briefly stating what the call was regarding, and by when they needed 
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a response. Be it “Urgent, need to talk to you now” or “I will need a response 
by tonight”. The onus will be on me to call them back thereafter.
Urge your team to help you with being present. Being present requires you 
to be attentive at work, at home and during your free time. You can say, “I have 
heard your need for a member that is ever present, even after office hours. 
And I will do my best to pick up all your calls. But at the same time, you know 
my need for uninterrupted personal time, and as far as possible here is what 
I hope you can do.” If an issue can be pre-empted and discussed during work, 
raise it. If the issue is not urgent, describe the update briefly on WhatsApp or 
Telegram and let the team know that this is an item to be discussed the fol-
lowing day. Find solutions that can minimise the need for work to overflow 
into personal time, and keep after-hours calls for the time-sensitive tasks. This 
was a reasonable solution, and the team readily agreed to it.
Communication done right can work wonders. When all parties make an 
effort to improve the situation, when the expectation to change is placed not 
only on one party, working together becomes smoother, less stifling and more 
sustainable in the long run.
2. Do not use work-life balance as an excuse for slacking off
We must be frank with ourselves, and understand that ‘work-life balance’ 
should not be a convenient excuse for the times when we feel too lazy to 
work at full capacity.
Some people tend to procrastinate. And frankly, stress from work quadru-
ples when I feel unable to complete my tasks within the promised deadline. 
Things pile up, and even if I do not get calls pressing me, the nagging feeling 
that I have unfinished duties eats me up on the inside. Even when I am rest-
ing, work is constantly on my mind to the extent that it creates an illusion of 
a work-life balance mismatch.
As pointed out by career coach Marty Nemko, “Don’t blame the hours. If 
someone says they got burned out working 70 hours a week, it is because 
they were not competent enough to do the work.” Work-life balance is often 
closely related to good time management – reassessing productivity to prevent 
work from spilling over its designated hours. Focus on being in the moment 
and on the task at hand, instead of always worrying about the possibility of 
a burnout. Only then will you have a truly relaxing time over the weekend.
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3. Set sprints
This point borders on the debate of what the management can do to ease 
work-life integration. As a start-up founder, I consider myself fortunate to have 
the autonomy to decide how our team should, and could, work. I believe in 
Parkinson’s Law, that work expands to fill the time allotted to it. Work guilt is 
real, but it does not have to be. If someone is able to work efficiently, who are 
we to stop them from enjoying personal time?
One thing I suggested for my start-up, Protégé, was to work in sprints. Set 
clear schedules for key priorities and action tracks for the short term. Work 
them into a schedule and do our best to meet that sprint. This is rather similar 
to the flexi-time concept that many mature organisations have adopted.
To make this work, set sprint schedules that you know will stretch your 
team in a healthy way, instead of fitting into their comfort zone. Working at full 
capacity can then be determined by the quality and not the quantity of time 
spent. Employees can engage in binge working or flexible bundling of hours, 
if these work for them. The ownership of work and non-work hours are now 
shifted to the employee, and they no longer have to be a slave to the machine.
4. Re-question your company and career fit
You may have realised that solutions #1 and #3 might not be feasible if you 
are working in a multi-national corporation, especially one with a great power 
distance. Here is the hard truth, as expressed by Nigel Marsh: “Certain job 
and career choices are fundamentally incompatible with being meaningfully 
engaged in a day to day basis with your family.” It is impractical to assume that 
work-life balance is possible for all careers, and we will always be trapped in 
this dichotomy unless we truthfully acknowledge it.
If you feel stifled by the lack of work-life integration in your career, be pro-
active in trying to resolve this conflict. See if you are able to create workable 
solutions, as I have done. But sometimes, when it is just not possible to have 
the best of both worlds (think: stock brokers, investment bankers, surgeons), 
you will have to choose what matters more to you in this season of your life.
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5. Breathe and regain control
We have looked at ways to externally manage work-life integration. It is also 
important to look within, and tackle the stress of work-life balance by regaining 
control of our lives. Here are four tips from the articles I have read.
Set strong habits that will make you happier and healthier. Some exam-
ples are: sleeping eight hours a day, not attending to emails for the first three 
hours of the day, spending an hour each day chatting with your loved ones, 
or taking the time to eat right and work out. Author and entrepreneur Lewis 
Howes says, “It will absolutely reflect in your mental clarity, emotional capacity, 
relationships and creativity.”
Do not lose yourself in the daily grind. Take checkpoint meetings a few 
times each year to see if you are on track with your goals and values at this 
stage in your life. Being in tune with your aspirations and values is the key to 
being happy and fulfilled amid the daily grind.
Avoid rushing;W take control of events in your life. One line that stuck 
with me from a workshop I attended was by trainer Ricky Lien, “You don’t see 
Superman or James Bond rushing or getting flustered from running late.” It was 
a small but acute observation. Set aside sufficient time so you have better event 
control. Simple things like being late set our minds in a frenzy. By regaining 
control, we can start slowing down our pace of life (at least, psychologically) 
and find time to breathe.
Re-assess your balance. Being more balanced may not require a dramatic 
upheaval in your life. Small things matter. Essentially, understand what truly 
matters to you, and why you spend your spare time the way you do. If your key 
worry is not spending enough quality time with loved ones, then why spend 
your after-hours on social media, why sign up for a new gym membership? 
Quoting Nigel Marsh again, “With the smallest investment in the right places, 
you can radically transform the quality of your relationships and quality of life.”
Last words
I have come to realise that work-life balance is not always a zero-sum game. 
Balance is not about building a tall impenetrable wall between your personal 
and professional life, but finding ways to connect and amalgamate the two.
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The trend of work-life integration is picking up and blurring the lines 
between the two. It is easy to become confused, or be consumed by guilt for 
needing personal time, or for our inability to reconcile our personal needs 
with career demands. But I have come to realise that choice matters. Choice 
destroys work guilt. With factors you cannot always control, it empowers you 
to say, “I choose” instead of “I lose”. Suddenly, you realise it is no longer as hard 
to breathe despite work-life integration.

With Grit, Friends 
and Family 
Lim Ke Hao
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Introduction 
Just recently, I was asked by my friends, “What does turning 25 mean to you?” At the time, this question garnered responses such as entering the new category for army’s IPPT, the last semester in university and the 
impending quarter-life crisis. These were the only responses that I could think 
of, or rather, they were the most salient thoughts that I had at that point of time.
Turning 25 was going to be yet another ordinary year where things routinely 
went by, but that was until I attended this Capstone Course. The course, in a 
way, forced me to look at life, and back at the events that shaped the present, 
amid all the distractions such as getting good grades and finding a job. This 
was certainly a refreshing change of pace, as I would normally not have gone 
so in-depth in reflecting on who I am and my life thus far.
Looking back, I realised that there were so many significant events that 
changed me. I would like to recount them from three themes I feel they best 
represent, and which I now value dearly – friendship, determination and family.
Friendship
I guess this is a common theme among my peers, but the process that led me 
to hold to this strongly might not be similar.
The gradual realisation of the importance of friendship could be dated 
back to my secondary school days. One major contributor to that realisation is 
the temper I have had since I was young. This may seem irrelevant, but it was 
a difficult change I had to make, and it was through the influence of friends. 
Coming from a traditional Chinese family and being the eldest grandson, I was 
pampered and often seen as the most precious, not just in my own nuclear 
family, but also the extended one. I got my way most of the time, and when 
I did not, I would simply throw a tantrum to get what I wanted. Sure, there 
were many important Chinese values that were inculcated in me too such as 
responsibility and honesty. Those are values that I still hold dear. The tempera-
mental behaviour, however, was the negative side of my upbringing which 
eventually affected me later in life.
In secondary school, I was fortunate to be in the school’s rugby team. But 
my temper made me a foul-tempered, violent player. No one pointed this 
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out to me as being negative, and as a result, I carried on behaving this way. 
Things eventually got out of hand as I got into more conflicts, and at times 
resorted to violence. The turning point happened when I hit a friend over a 
small matter. While most of my peers started to voice their displeasure, it was 
the very friend that I hit who came to talk to me and to forgive me. This made 
me realise that my behaviour was not acceptable, that true friends are hard 
to come by, and that I needed to value them. This marked the start of the 
change in my behaviour towards friends and family. The fear of losing people 
dear to me made me take steps to manage my temper, and I became a better 
person. This was not an easy change, but the recognition of my efforts from 
my friends certainly added motivation. This was a key point that changed my 
perspective on the importance of friendship and paved the way to becoming 
who I am today.
Determination
The next key value that took me a while to fully appreciate is perseverance. 
Being pampered as a child did not help because when things got tough, I 
could simply quit without much repercussions. Two events in my life changed 
this mentality. The first occurred when I was in the rugby team. I wanted to 
quit when the training became strenuous. There was little resistance from 
my family when I complained that it was too tiring and that it affected my 
work. Always having my way made it even easier for me to wave the white 
flag in surrender. However, two people came to stop me from going down the 
quitter’s path – my coach and my teacher-in-charge. They gave me a surprise 
home visit and convinced me not to quit. The sincerity behind that gesture 
really impacted me. Long story short, I went back to the sport and eventually 
won the championship.
The second experience that led me to appreciate determination was my 
stint as a commando during my National Service. My assignment to the com-
mando unit was not my choice; it was really tough, and again, I sought an 
easy way to get out of the course and to transfer to a different unit. However, 
seeing my peers work so hard for each other rubbed off on me and sparked in 
me the fighting spirit to keep going. A phrase from my army days stuck with 
me till today, serving as a constant reminder to persevere through difficulties: 
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“We can, we will”. This motto has gone a long way in shaping the mindset that 
as long as I believe, I will be able to do it. This has helped me in many aspects 
of my life, including university, and has made me a much stronger person.
Family
The passing of my grandfather was a very depressing season in my life, not 
only because I lost a loved one, but most importantly, because I witnessed 
the ugly side of people. It was the typical drama of fighting over inheritance 
that, until then, I had only seen on Hong Kong dramas; but right before me I 
saw the familiar storyline unfolding. My father had been the least-educated of 
five brothers, and had worked for my grandfather in the provision shop ever 
since it had been founded by my grandfather.
Throughout the duration of the wake, meetings were held by my eldest 
uncle to discuss how best to divide the inheritance. I felt this unnecessary and 
extremely disrespectful.
On top of that, since my father had much closer and stronger ties with my 
grandfather, he was more affected by the passing than my uncles were. As 
a result, he was not always present at these meetings. Seeing that my father 
was too upset to defend himself, I attended the meetings on his behalf. This 
might seem like I was worried about losing out, but at that point in time, I 
was just trying to protect my father’s interests, and ensure that things were 
fair. Long story short, no consensus could be reached and the assets were 
divided by the law.
As a result of this incident, the relationships between my relatives soured, 
but it strengthened my attachment to my nuclear family. It made me realise 
that nothing is more important than my immediate family, as more distant 
relatives may one day betray each other over money. This also taught me to 
harden my heart and be more pragmatic, though this coldness has warmed 
slightly over the years. This experience strengthened my embrace of family 
as one of my key values in life.
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SMU
Having shared the three important events that changed and shaped me, I now 
look back at my four years in SMU and the two experiences that resonated 
with me – SMU cheerleading and SMU Sports Union.
Cheerleading
The first sport I joined in SMU was cheerleading. This introduced me to many 
new friends who eventually became very close to me. I loved this sport because 
it aligns with my values of friendship, family and perseverance. The training 
was tough, but the hard work that went into it made performing at competi-
tions sweeter. Cheerleading allowed me to live in the moment and made my 
life in SMU more meaningful.
Sports Union (SSU)
I spent a large amount of time and energy serving in the Sports Union (SSU), 
but despite the sacrifices, it was a worthwhile experience. We have had 
many ups and downs organising events together, but these interactions only 
brought the committee members closer. I met some of my best friends in the 
SSU – Amanda, Kimberly and Jessica. Ultimately, SSU brought together the 
same values I hold dear – friendship, family and perseverance; this made the 
CCA very meaningful to me.
Conclusion
This is the first time I have sat down to think deeply and ponder about what 
really matters. I appreciate this opportunity to pause and look back at my life, 
to see how far I have come. This could not have come at a more appropriate 
time when I am about to embark on the next phase of my life. Having a better 
understanding of myself and the things I value will provide me with direction 
as I move forward. Only then can I continue to lead a happy, meaningful and 
purposeful life.

Overcoming Setbacks 
Nishit Dilip Shah
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What is the meaning of life?
Whatever you want it to be.
Introduction
“What is the meaning of life?” is a question that even Ivy League uni-versity graduates would find difficult to answer. Life can be viewed from so many perspectives; each individual life in a different man-
ner. By no means am I able to preach about the meaning of life, but with this 
story I will shed light on one key event that changed my perspective on life.
I have always been an average Singaporean child, striving for academic 
excellence to make my parents proud of my achievements. Unfortunately, 
pursuing academic excellence is not something that I would say is my com-
petitive advantage. For my parents, academic achievements seemed to take 
precedence over non-academic achievement.
Therefore, this story that I share will be about an academic experience, 
which has shaped me into who I am today. One might stop at this point and 
wonder, how inspiring can a story based on “studying” be? I promise you it 
will be more than you expect.
A-Level examinations
The A-Level examinations can be seen as a rite of passage to university in 
Singapore’s context. I was well aware of this and worked really hard to secure 
a spot in a local university here in Singapore. I was extremely determined to 
get grades that would enable me to enter the Mechanical Engineering faculty 
at the National University of Singapore (NUS). This was because my father was 
a professor there, and I knew that my being able to study the course he taught 
would make him very proud.
In my head, the decision to pursue Mechanical Engineering was crystal 
clear. I even signed up for a program with NUS during my second year in jun-
ior college, to have a greater understanding of the curriculum and what the 
students in NUS engineering actually learn.
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I was never the most academically-inclined student back in college, but 
worked very hard to ensure I could gain admission into NUS. Finally, I put on 
my college uniform for one last time and went to collect my A-Level results. 
When I received the results, my teacher gave me a disappointed look and told 
me she knew I would not do well. I was completely stunned with the straight 
C’s that I had received. I knew for a fact that there was no way I could gain 
admission into any of the local universities in Singapore, let alone Mechanical 
Engineering in the NUS.
I did not know how to react then. I thought my life was over. I headed home 
and cried profusely while thinking about what my future would be, or rather 
if I even had a future with such results.
“Unexpected things happen in life, more often than you expect.”
The above quote is one written by the Roman play writer, Plautus, approxi-
mately 2000 years ago. This reflects one of the universalities of life. Life indeed 
is full of unexpected events which we cannot anticipate. In my case, the dismal 
grades were definitely something that I did not expect.
The next stage of my life was Army, something that I wanted to excel in as 
well. However, I had no idea then that the dismal A-Level grades would have 
such a negative impact on me during my army life. The conversation starter 
in Army was, “Hey, which university will you be going to?” I was asked this 
question numerous times and each time I had to say that I would be going 
overseas to further my education.
I realised that an overseas education would entail extensive financial 
commitment by my parents and I was unwilling to make them fork out such a 
great sum of money for it. I simply had no idea what I could do next. I felt like 
a complete failure during my first year in the army, and was trying to figure 
out what the purpose of life was.
Where is God?
“What if this “failure” is part of the plan God has for your life?”
I never was the most religious person, but did pray regularly prior to the 
A-Level examinations. When I was in army, I really needed God in my life to 
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pave a way or even just give me a hint on what I could do. This A-Level experi-
ence had a grave impact on me and I lost hope in myself.
While writing this essay, I recalled a seminar on spirituality in which it was 
mentioned that most people follow a particular religion solely because of their 
parents. Indeed, that was exactly my case. I do believe that most people do 
not simply adopt a religion; rather, they are born into one.
I really needed a God-figure during the army days, especially since I did not 
have any idea where I would go once the two years of National Service were 
over. I waited thinking that some “God” would save me and somehow I would 
gain admission into a university in Singapore. Back then, I even thought that 
perhaps this failure could be a part of the bigger plan that “God” had for me.
Much time elapsed and the only thing I received rejection letters from 
all three local universities. It was then I realised that life was a lot more than 
waiting for this elusive figure to help you, and that one needed to work hard 
and be lucky to succeed in life.
During the second year in the military, I worked harder than I had ever 
worked before. Training used to end around 8 pm each day. I would then pro-
ceed to study till about 3 am at night. This would be followed by three hours of 
sleep before waking up at 6 am. Back then, life was tough, and the meaning of 
life for me was to accomplish my goal of getting into a local university and not 
having to rely on some higher being as I had enough of waiting and praying.
Even on weekends, I would stay in camp at Pulau Tekong as I felt that the 
silence there helped me to focus better on my work. I was often alone and 
sometimes would breakdown as I had no one to confide in. The thought of 
failing again in my A-Level examinations crossed my mind at times, but I knew 
that hard work would eventually pay off.
My hard work over the course of one year did eventually pay off, when I 
got much better results on my second attempt at the A-Level exams. I was 
extremely happy with my performance and managed to get admission into 
all three local universities.
This chapter of my life is one that I will always remember as it taught me 
many meaningful lessons. Firstly, it taught me about the unexpected nature of 
life. This made me treasure each moment even more as we all have an expiry 
date attached to us and we should do good in our life and try to lead a life 
that would make us happy as individuals.
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Secondly, it made me realise that believing in God may not be the best 
thing. I have since then wondered why people place so much emphasis on 
God when we know it is merely a belief. This experience has changed my belief 
systems in the sense that I now believe in hard work and luck. Somehow, over 
the course of my life, it seems that the harder I work, the luckier I get. Last year 
I even got my name on the Dean’s List, something that I would have viewed 
as a joke back when I was continually rejected by SMU.
Conclusion
Ultimately, the meaning of life is different for everyone and we can choose 
what we want it to mean. For me, I believe in the golden rule, ‘do unto others 
as you would have them do unto you’. This is a simple rule that does not belong 
to any specific religion and teaches me how to treat others in life.
As for other things in life, my formula for success is to believe in hard work 
and luck. Luck is something that people tend to discredit when attributing 
their success solely to hard work. In my case, I was lucky to have officers that 
gave me time off to study, and friends in camp who helped me with studies. 
Without this element of luck, I probably would not have been able to make it 
to SMU, and would definitely not be writing this essay.
Lastly, I would like to end off with the sombre quote listed above. Indeed, 
all of us will die and life will end. I would like to have lived my life treating those 
around me with respect. More importantly, I will treasure each moment with 
my loved ones. We may never know when life may end as “Unexpected things 
happen in life, more often than you expect”.

Making Choices 
Choo Teck Li 
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Prologue
This paper is about my SMU journey and the things I have learnt which sculpted me into who I am today. Perhaps to most people, a college degree is nothing to brag about. This is not the case for me. My family 
has never had a college graduate. In fact, my father’s greatest regret in his life 
was that he never got to become a university graduate. He had the opportunity 
to study computer engineering in the UK when he was younger, but because 
of my grandfather, he was not able to pursue that opportunity. 
His eldest brother was getting married then, and my grandfather decided 
to prioritise my uncle’s marriage over my father’s academic opportunity. In 
defence of my grandfather, my father was quite a “rascal” and a “let-down” in 
his childhood years. My father had left home when he was 12 years old because 
my grandfather had kicked him out for keeping bad company. My grandfather 
had six children, of whom my father was the third son and second youngest 
child in the family. It was not hard to see why my grandfather did what he did. 
Supported only by his ego, my father managed to find odd jobs to sustain 
himself and even saved up enough to enrol in a secondary school. Through 
his perseverance, studying while still working, he completed his secondary 
school education. Recognising his talent, he was accepted into a prestigious 
computer engineering course in London. Due to the lack of funds, and the 
requirement of parental consent, my father reluctantly went back home to 
seek help. 
My father was a man of few words. Having a rebellious attitude, he had 
not bothered to communicate effectively with my grandfather regarding 
the issue. Expectedly, my father’s bad attitude got him into an unfavourable 
situation – my grandfather, in anger, said that a person like my father would 
never succeed in life, and promptly turned down the request. Taking my 
grandfather’s angry words to heart, my father eventually did not go to London, 
and the rest was history. 
My father had always lamented about how his friends who went for the 
programme are now successful millionaires, and how much less miserable 
he would have been had he managed to go to London. My father’s “misfor-
tune” shaped him into a strict parent who emphasised the importance of 
our education. 
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To meet his expectations, I worked hard to do well in school. When I fin-
ished my A-Level exams, I was offered the choice of enrolling into NUS Faculty 
of Science, NTU Nanyang Business School or SMU Lee Kong Chian School of 
Business. Indifferent about my options, I heeded my father’s advice and chose 
SMU. And that was how my SMU journey begun.
“An unexamined life is not worth living.”
— Socrates
My SMU journey and the life lessons I have learnt
In this paper, I share my experiences and my key takeaways from them. I hope 
readers will find the learning points useful for avoiding similar mistakes.
Freshman: The rookie
Take things with a pinch of salt 
Heeding the advice of my classmates from junior college who were then 
sophomores in SMU, I signed up for seven faculty and CCA camps. I was told 
that the more camps I attended, the more friends I would make. They told 
me these friendships would help me through my SMU journey, or at the very 
least, in the first semester. Like a goldfish without a mind of its own, I followed 
wherever the fingers pointed. I had supposed that those who had been there 
before me would know better, right? 
The truth was that despite going for so many camps (and thoroughly enjoy-
ing myself), I did not end up getting the much-prophesised help. In fact, most 
groups went silent within one month from the camp, and whatever decisions 
we made, in hindsight, were incorrect. For instance, during the bidding period, 
most of them were as clueless as I was, and most ended up bidding way too 
much, had insufficient course units or had less-than-ideal course combinations. 
It was later that I realised my circumstance was not uncommon. Most of us 
would have been better off if we had thought our actions through instead of 
committing to a herd mentality. 
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That was my first life lesson learnt in SMU – to take opinions with a pinch 
of salt, for what happens to others may not turn out to be the same for all.
Past performance does not predict future performance 
When I first entered university, I did not have much expectations of doing well, 
since I was from a second-tier junior college while my peers were from top-
tiered junior colleges and were on polytechnics’ Dean’s lists, I reckoned that 
the competition would be too intense for me to fare well. I decided, however, 
that since I was paying hefty tuition fees, I might as well make the most of it. 
My objective then was to be brave enough to make mistakes, learn as much 
as I could. The grades should be the least of my concerns. 
At the end of my first academic year in SMU, I realised that I had done rela-
tively well despite putting in just enough effort and while taking on heavier 
terms. I also realised many who were previously top students did not fare as 
well as I had imagined they would. I learnt that past performance does not pre-
dict future performance. From then on, I stopped looking at my peers by their 
alma maters’ brand name, but at who they were and what they did. Perhaps as 
Thomas Edison famously said, “Genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration”.
The ball is round
About a month into school, I received a phone call telling me I had been 
selected for a scholarship interview. I was excited about the opportunity 
but knowing that competition would be fierce, I kept my expectations low. 
Weeks later, I was notified that I had been awarded the scholarship. This was 
the first time I had won a scholarship; I was over the moon. I was ecstatic not 
just because my education funding would be taken care of, but because for 
the first time in my life, I was recognised by an organisation which felt that I 
was qualified enough to be a “scholar”. It was indescribable how much of a 
confidence booster that was. 
The scholarship kept me on my toes and motivated me throughout my 
journey. What I learnt from this award was that self-worth is important. As 
the number one Swedish tennis player, Björn Borg said, “The ball is round, the 
game is long.” We should not give up until life calls for a stop.
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Sophomore : Achieving excellence 
Many a times, impossibility is set by yourself 
During the second semester of my second year in SMU, I took on the challenge 
to take a six course unit term – the maximum number of course units allowed 
in a term. My friends and family said I was out of my mind. What was even 
more extreme was that I was helming the Campus Cohesion Council, which 
was my CCA, and running a project with the SMU Office of Global Learning 
called Project ERASCE at the same time. The result? I unexpectedly achieved 
an all-time high for my semester GPA at 3.8, qualifying myself for a Dean’s List 
recognition. “Impossible”, they had said. 
The point I am making is not to brag about my success, but to answer the 
question, “What is our limit?” Perhaps my unusual circumstance was a one-off. 
But I know deep down it was more hard work than luck. As Lewis Carroll wrote 
in Alice in Wonderland, “Sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible 
things before breakfast.” To quote Audrey Hepburn, “Nothing is impossible. 
The word itself says ‘I’m possible!” You are what you see. 
Right after my second academic year ended, I went on a Business Study 
Mission (BSM) to Scandinavia. The land of the Vikings was touted as having the 
happiest people on earth, the lowest corruption level, and the best working 
welfare system. The culture there was very different from that in Singapore. 
Prior to the trip, I had never ventured beyond Southeast Asia. As such, I could 
never fathom how Scandinavians were more than happy to contribute half of 
their salaries to taxes, how blue-collar jobs were valued similarly to white-collar 
ones, and so on and so forth. Having been there, and having interacted with 
the Scandinavians, I finally saw the difference in perspective and ideology. 
Often, we believe only what we see. Putting aside the discussion about 
how our eyes may deceive us, we often perceive like the frog in the well for 
whom the world is the small circle it sees. I am confident that the world is 
more than whatever we see right now. And the only way to know more is to 
have an open mind, and to step out of our comfort zone. 
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Junior : The world is my oyster 
The obstacle is the path 
In the first semester of my third year in SMU, I went on an exchange programme 
to Busan, South Korea. I had chosen to go to South Korea not because I was a 
fan of the trending Korean pop culture (I was not), but because I wanted to see 
what other countries in the developed part of Asia were like. I had expected 
that South Korea, being a developed country and having strong military and 
trade ties with the US, would have some level of proficiency in English. As 
Murphy’s Law predicts ever so accurately, almost everything I had to interact 
in was communicated solely in Korean. I was lucky that Google Translate was 
invented in my lifetime. Even so, many things could not be accurately translated. 
To make sure that I would survive, and possibly enjoy my short stay in 
Korea, I decided to take another course on top of my existing five courses. It 
was another six-course-unit semester, except that the language course was 
not transferable as a course unit. Life was very tough for the first one month. 
However, once the “trough” was over when I finally got some basic under-
standing of the language, things started looking a whole lot brighter. I could 
confidently order food, bargain at the market, know which transport to take 
to tour around, so much so that I was frequently mistaken for a Korean! 
Coming back to the learning points, I have realised that the attitude with 
which I approach an obstacle is very important. If I had sulked and given up 
trying to learn Korean, I would not have had an intimate exposure to the Miracle 
on the Han River. As the Zen proverb aptly puts it, “obstacles do not block the 
path, they are the path.” One should have the positive attitude of embracing 
adverse circumstances, and come out stronger than before. 
The thirst for knowledge 
During the exchange program, I was intrigued by the way one lecturer taught 
a financial concept. He had explained the financial concept in a way that was 
relatable to our daily life. However, there were times when he did not go in-
depth into the topic because it was “not within the syllabus”. As a very curious 
person, this phrase bugged me. After about a month of hearing repetitions of 
the phrase, I decided to take charge of my own learning. I enrolled in the pres-
tigious Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA) level I programme because many had 
talked about the rigour and in-depth knowledge that the programme offered. 
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When I first received a copy of the programme materials, I was astounded by 
how superficial the school “syllabus” seemed in comparison. Fast forward half 
a year later, I had completed and passed the programme’s exam which had a 
40 to 50 percent passing rate. 
The true benefit of the CFA exam is not the prestige that came from passing 
it, but rather, a better understanding of the subject. In fact, I felt that the more 
I learnt about the subject, the less I felt I knew. As Stephen Hawking said, “The 
greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance, it is the illusion of knowledge.” 
It is therefore imperative that one should never be too contented with what 
we know, for as Paul Feyerabend says, “The only absolute truth is that there 
are not absolute truths.”
Senior : The social animal and its race against time 
The social animal 
From my internship experiences, I saw that successful businesses are often 
built on relationships. Products and services may be good, but without the 
necessary people, businesses will not survive. This is true as well for careers. 
It may have come late in the day, the realisation that we are all social animals, 
but I am glad I have come to know this. The social ties that we have is a surviv-
ing trait precisely because it is efficient enough to survive natural selection. 
Martin Luther King Junior says, “let’s build bridges, not walls,” echoing Isaac 
Newton’s words that “men build too many walls and not enough bridges.” What 
we can learn from here is that no man is a lone wolf. Humanity has survived 
till today because of our ability to work together and create something we 
cannot otherwise create alone. Putting into that context, we should develop 
our social capital, build our network and help each other to blossom. That way, 
we can continue to prosper as a species in a flourishing ecosystem.
The trouble is, you think you have time 
It feels almost like yesterday that I first stepped into SMU. Then, I saw how 
seniors looked so smart, spoke so eloquently and with depth, ready to change 
the world. I thought to myself, how would I turn out? Would I be like them 
in four years’ time? Four years seemed like a long time. Would I still be me? 
Looking back, I see that three and a half years have breezed by. I was lucky 
to have made the decision to live every moment, take as many opportunities 
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as I could, and make as many mistakes while it is still okay to do so. But for 
many, I believe time passed by while they stood not too far from their original 
position. Depending on one’s perspective, the status quo may be good or bad. 
However, we should remember that “time and tide waits for no man”. As Alice 
Morse Earle posits, “Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery, today is a gift. 
That’s why they call it the present.” We should appreciate our time for what it 
is – finite – for what is lost cannot be recovered. 
Life is about making choices 
Looking back, I am glad that I had ended up in SMU. I have grown so much, 
not just intellectually, but emotionally as well. I often wondered if I would have 
been better off studying in NUS or NTU, or if I had started a business instead. 
These were questions I did not have answers to. But thinking back, who could 
have known better? 
If there is one thing I had learnt through the three-and-a-half-year stay in 
SMU, it is to not be afraid of being different. Do what you think is right. For 
no matter which side you choose, there will always be people who disagree. 
Life is about making choices. Always do your best to make the right ones, 
and learn from the wrong ones. Aptly put by the personified character, Time, 
from Alice Through the Looking Glass, “You might not change the past, but 
you might learn something from it.” Life is truly but an amalgamation of our 
experiences, and that is what makes us all unique and worthy to learn from. 
With that, I would like to end with a quote from George Bernard Shaw: 
“Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.”
A Self-Report Card
Max Pang Jing Han
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Introduction 
As I sit through my final semester in the SMU, I start to wonder what it will be like to leave this phase in life to which I had grown so accustomed. Sure, I have had an internship experience, and that gave me a glimpse 
of what work life can be. However, life as a working adult will bring new respon-
sibilities. For now, I can only imagine the future me working hard to pay off 
mortgage loans, bills, taxes, et cetera, while balancing a commitment to start 
a family with my future wife. Buying a house and a car, having two children, 
building a passive income stream to achieve financial independence; these are 
some of my life goals, or at least, my perception of life goals at this age of 25.
Honestly, there is so much to do in the foreseeable future that it is tiring 
to even think about it. In the course of life, I am afraid I may lose sight of my 
values, principles, drive, meaning in life, and come to death’s door full of 
regrets. Hence, I hope that this reflection essay will serve as a self-appraisal 
report card, detailing my current values, experiences, and hope for the future.
Family background
My father is the eldest of four siblings and the only son of a well-to-do Hainanese 
family. His family stayed in a two-storey terrace house. My paternal grandparents 
were biased towards him and gave him everything he asked for, including a car. 
My mother is also the eldest of four siblings, with two brothers and one sister. 
However, her family of six stayed in a three-room flat in Chinatown. My parents 
met through work, dated briefly, and decided to settle down. Unfortunately, my 
father could not get used to the traditional idea of a family life. He continued 
to frequent pubs, karaoke clubs till the wee hours in the morning. He smoked 
heavily, and gambled regularly. The final straw that broke the marriage was 
when my father began seeing another woman. My parents separated in 1993 
when I was just two. Since then, I stayed with my maternal family, together 
with my grandparents and my mother’s siblings.
Working at a hotel café-cum-bar, my mother had access to a free flow of 
alcohol. She picked up drinking to drown her sorrows after her marriage broke 
down. As a child, I had always detested seeing her in that state. Because of the 
negative associations of alcohol, I have abstained from consuming it, despite 
great peer pressure during National Service.
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Growing up
My education started at the now defunct Fairfield Methodist Church 
Kindergarten, even though my family was Buddhist. I could never understand 
what the teachers were preaching at the start of the day or before every meal. 
Now, I realise that the arrangement was made by my mother solely because 
the kindergarten was the nearest one to my home in Chinatown. She needed 
the convenience of sending me to a nearby kindergarten as she was covering 
shifts of 10 hours or longer as a waitress in the Hilton Hotel. Her only objective 
at that point in time was to provide for me financially.
As I grew, I went to River Valley Primary School which was further away. I 
had to be independent and go to school alone. On normal days, the school bus 
would fetch me to and from home. But on days when I had remedial classes 
or extra-curricular activities, I had to go home via public transport by myself. 
More often than not, my classmates’ parents would be at the gate, waiting 
to ferry them home in their cars. Sometimes, I would wonder why I could not 
be like them. Bit by bit, I began to realise that my family was not normal, and I 
began to hate my father for what he did. I also abhorred his habits and vices, for 
they broke the marriage down. I vowed to never pick up smoking or gambling, 
and to stay faithful to my partner. Fast forward to today, his gambling addic-
tion led him to be an undischarged bankrupt making a living as a taxi driver.
When I was in Primary 2, my family stayed at Clarke Quay and our flat was 
flagged for en bloc take over by the Housing Development Board, to make way 
for the building of Clarke Quay Central. As the eldest child, my mother was in 
charge of renovation and house-moving decisions. Inopportunely, my maternal 
grandmother unexpectedly passed away in her sleep due to an undiagnosed 
brain tumour. As the only remaining woman left in the home (my aunt had 
gotten married), my mother felt obligated to take up the household chores. 
She later told me that it was the toughest phase of her life as she had so much 
to do. She only had three to four hours of sleep per day, and she recently told 
me that I was the motivation that keep her going through the gloomiest period.
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Secondary School
I did not perform well in the Primary School Leaving Exams (PSLE) and was 
admitted to New Town Secondary School, a neighbourhood school not 
known to have an optimal studying environment. In my four years there, I 
saw gang fights, bullying, and underaged smoking happen right in school. 
Nevertheless, I always stood my ground, ignored taunts, and never resorted 
to joining  such activities. Some of my school mates joined gangs, and suffered 
from the consequences.
Fortunately, I met a few like-minded friends and received tutelage from really 
good teachers. Together with my friends, I joined the National Police Cadet 
Corps, which gave me an avenue for bonding and learning about discipline. 
A majority of my teachers, while strict, were very engaging and managed to 
pique my curiosity in the subjects taught. By luck, I steered out of trouble and 
even topped my school for the O-Level exams. Through this experience, I am 
reminded that I should never give in to negative peer pressure.
Junior college
Based on my O-Level results, I made the cut-off to enter St Andrew’s Junior 
College (SAJC). Unknown to me then, SAJC has roots in Christianity; to start 
each school day, Bible phrases were shared with all students. I also had to 
attend mandatory weekly mass where the entire school belts out hymn after 
hymn which I had never heard before in my life. I felt very out of place and 
uncomfortable, given my Buddhist faith. I had always prided myself on being 
a good student, never late for school, always attending classes. However, I 
found myself sneaking out of the mandatory mass. Till today, I still do not 
understand why the school only excluded Muslim students from the mass 
sessions, but not students of other faiths.
Regardless, I started questioning my own faith as I grew older. This was 
because I came to my Buddhist faith not by a conscious choice, but rather by 
birth. My participation in religious activities that my family undertook was 
merely perfunctory. Our class discussions regarding religion accentuated my 
inclination towards a disbelief in an all-knowing God. Nonetheless, I recognise 
the importance of respecting other beliefs.
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I enjoyed the academically demanding journey in SAJC. There, I managed 
to find some of the most intellectually gifted friends, and discovered my 
passion for Physics. I recall being under tremendous stress for the A-Level 
examinations as it was largely regarded as a make or break factor for entry 
into university, and consequently, for my future job prospects. Thankfully, my 
results were good enough to be admitted into SMU.
In retrospect, the A-Levels results do not now seem such a de facto element 
in life after all. This has taught me to place results in perspective. To assess 
the impact of any action or results, I frequently ask myself, “Will I look back in 
my life 10 years from now, and regret this action? Will this result make a material 
impact in my life in 10 years’ time?”
National Service
The next two years spent in National Service were probably my most forma-
tive years. I had entered into Basic Military Training begrudgingly, thinking 
it would be a waste of time. Thankfully, I soon discarded my wrong attitude. 
Instead of lamenting the unavoidable obligations, I tried to make the best 
use of my time there and excel in my duties.
I got posted as a commander in the Chemical, Biological, Radiological 
and Explosives Defence Group, and was involved in security operations on 
National Day and in the National Day Rally in 2011. I performed my duties 
diligently, and was promoted to the rank of 2nd Sergeant.
In hindsight, a positive mindset helped me find meaning in those two 
years of my life, and I am confident that National Service has had a positive 
impact on my character. One of my guiding principles in life remains: “your 
attitude determines your altitude”.
SMU
The final phase of my academic education journey has proven to be very 
fulfilling. In the past four years, I have met so many individuals with various 
talents and interests. Besides building up ‘hard’ knowledge, dozens of projects 
gave me an avenue to work effectively with groups, and learn how to present 
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my ideas confidently. Outside of school, my experiences with internships, CCA 
and community service, and international exchanges, also proved invaluable.
Internships
My first internship was at Great Eastern. One of my motivations for joining 
them was to learn more about insurance so that I would not be cheated 
by unscrupulous financial consultants. Unexpectedly, I joined as a financial 
consultant after the internship. I learnt that there are many grey areas in 
financial advising and it is up to the advisor’s discretion to explain the full 
picture in the contracts. Also, there can be a conflict of interest if a financial 
consultant places his personal interest on top of his clients’, and recommends 
an unsuitable product because of the higher commission he would receive 
from it. However, I am glad to have upheld my integrity when it was tested. I 
was totally transparent about the products and in my recommendations to 
my clients. I have never regretted it even if I did not make the sale as a result. 
Having the integrity to guide my actions according to my conscience is a very 
important value that I hold dear.
My second internship was at the Development Bank of Singapore (DBS), 
in the Operational Risk department. It was my first experience in the banking 
industry, which I hope to enter after graduation. My enthusiasm for learning 
soon turned into dread, largely due to the seemingly unending mundane 
workload. Adding on to the low spirits was my strict department head who 
had no qualms about screaming at her subordinates if she did not find their 
work acceptable. The atmosphere in my department was quite tense; everyone 
largely kept their heads down in work.
One morning, I found myself squeezing among a massive crowd of people 
walking to work, and wondered if this rat race was what life after graduation 
entailed. In the search for an optimistic answer, I asked my supervisor about 
his motivation for turning up in the office every day. Disappointingly, he told 
me honestly that he did not enjoy his job, and was only doing it for the com-
fortable income. Not surprisingly, he left the bank soon after my internship 
ended. His answer added to my uncertainty about the future. I then thought 
that perhaps the answer was to either become an entrepreneur, or to build a 
large enough passive income to escape the rat race.
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My third internship was at Citibank, in Wealth Management. Fortunately, 
I was exposed to a wider variety of functions and empowered to do more 
impactful work. I found that the culture at workplace also made a huge differ-
ence. My department head was open and had no airs around his subordinates. 
My internship at Citibank made me realise that it is actually possible to enjoy 
one’s work and find meaning in it.
CCA and Community Service
In my first two years in SMU, I joined Starring SMU, the largest local community 
service project in school. There I interacted with the less-fortunate, beneficiaries 
for whom we raised funds through a charitable car wash. The experience was 
humbling and made me realise how lucky I was. The experience also made 
me think about my moral obligations to the less fortunate and society at large.
To give back to society, I joined the Citi-the SMU Financial Literacy Club 
and volunteered to teach students from the Institute of Technical Education 
(ITE) and the Association of Muslim Professionals about financial literacy. With 
my experience as a financial consultant, I wanted to impart my knowledge to 
people so they could manage their finances prudently.
Today, I have come to appreciate my privileged position. I will work towards 
becoming a valuable member of society, and not forget to contribute when-
ever I can.
International exchange
In the first semester of my final year, I attended Lund University in Sweden 
for my exchange. Living independently in a foreign land gave me a chance 
to learn more about myself. Instead of partaking in hectic travels, I enjoyed 
the serenity of Sweden. The slower pace of life gave me time to soak in every 
moment. I adapted easily, probably because I had always been comfortable 
being alone from young. However, my mother could not get used to my long 
absence. She constantly complained that she was lonely and bored. It dawned 
on me that it was because what gave her meaning in life – me – was missing.
Predicting that a semester was too long a time to be spent apart, my 
mother and girlfriend scheduled to visit me midway through my exchange. 
Together, we made many happy memories in our travels to Britain, Norway, 
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and Denmark. With feedback from my mother, I realised that creating mean-
ingful experiences with loved ones will bring greater, lasting happiness than 
the pursuit of material things.
Final thoughts
In the Capstone Course, we explored things that gave significance to life, true 
happiness, morality, among other interesting topics. I am grateful we were 
given this opportunity to reflect on such issues before we graduated. These 
reflections will help set us on the right path after graduation.
Even as I aim to make the summa cum laude cut-off in my final semester, I 
have learnt that while it is important to have goals, I should not pursue them 
at the expense of what truly matters. Instead, I have made a conscious effort 
to schedule quality time with my loved ones, in order not to get caught up 
chasing transient achievements.
A Rounded Perspective
Lee Peck Khee
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Pre-university years
Previously, I thought that being given an opportunity to be taught at SMU by professors who have graduated from top universities was purely a result of my hard work in polytechnic. Knowing it was not an easy route 
from polytechnic to university, I attributed my success to hard work while 
reminding myself to work even harder and not let my previous efforts be in vain.
After watching a video featuring Michael Lewis giving a commencement 
address at his alma mater, I gained a new perspective. Lewis talked about 
a mysterious mystical force known as “luck” which plays an enormous role 
in success. It struck me hard that sometimes, luck does play a critical role in 
individual success. Being able to secure a place in SMU was not due to my hard 
work alone. I had failed to recognise and acknowledge the element of luck.
Luck would have it that I was not born into a rich family, but instead, to 
a down-to-earth family that acknowledges the value of a good education. 
Whether be it by the will of the universe or by luck, I was able to develop 
meaningful relationships with friends who brought out the best in me despite 
my rebellious nature while growing up.
University years
When I first entered SMU, I was overwhelmed by the sheer number of oppor-
tunities available. There were so many CCAs I could join, from organising 
events, volunteering, learning a new sport, to making new friends, to exploring 
internship opportunities. There were so many ways to better prepare myself 
for the workforce.
I signed up and committed to several club activities. After the successful 
execution of an event, I would feel a sense of satisfaction and think to myself, 
“Okay, what’s next?” Looking back, I regret being preoccupied in the chase for a 
sense of temporal satisfaction through the events I organised. The daily grind 
had kept me focused on productivity as opposed to a higher sense of purpose.
All in all, my university life can be broken down into four main stages:
Stage one: Joining a CCA
Stage two: Embarking on a CSP
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Stage three: Internship
Stage four: Exchange
Stage one : Joining a CCA
The fleeting nature of happiness
I was barely six months into my new CCA when I attained my first gold 
medal in a competition. I was extremely happy with my achievement as 
I had exceeded both my coach’s and my own expectations.
He is seeking happiness and is only finding temporary relief from his 
search. Our pleasures are by their very nature fleeting, and the best we 
can do is merely reiterate them as often as we are able.
— Sam Harris (2011)
In line with the above quote, the constant search for the very fleeting nature 
of happiness pushed me forward to continue winning medals in subsequent 
competitions.
However, winning gold medals gradually lost its significance as it seemed 
to require little effort. The happiness that followed from the hedonic approach 
to well-being gradually dwindled. Competing soon became a conflicting chore 
as I felt I was not able to advance myself.
Seeking meaning from situations
When I spoke to my family and friends about the internal conflict I was fac-
ing, their perspectives helped me see things in a new light – that it was an 
honour to represent and bring glory to my school and team; I had not been 
sufficiently appreciative of the opportunity given me.
I was disappointed and ashamed of myself. However, that was also the 
turning point after which I became more appreciative of opportunities to 
represent SMU. I also began to put my skills to good use by helping my jun-
iors to improve during training. Unknowingly, I had gradually shifted to an 
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eudaimonic approach towards well-being. This injected a sense of meaning 
into my life through grasping the opportunities I was given while helping my 
teammates improve their skills.
Stage two : Embarking on a community service project
Happiness ≠ Meaning
Two main motivations in our life revolve around the pursuit of happiness and 
the search for meaning. Roy Baumeister, in his book, Meanings of Life, argued 
that people seek both happiness and meaning in life. Despite the association 
of happiness with a meaningful life, the meaning of life encompasses more 
than just happiness.
Studies tell us that happiness has many facets – being happy in the moment 
itself, having needs satisfied and getting what one desires. Meaning is more 
associated with being a giver and the conscious integration of one’s past, 
present and future experiences. In fact, people who said that doing things for 
others was important reported having more meaning in their lives.
As part of my community service project in my freshmen year, I participated 
in a Community Service Camp, helping needy individuals to liven up their homes 
with a fresh coat of paint. Later, I led a Community Service Club event, serving 
the beneficiaries of the Down Syndrome Association of Singapore. Through 
this project, I felt and saw the impact of my contributions on an individual. 
I felt a strong sense of meaning in my life when:
1. The activities we organised imparted valuable life skills to our 
beneficiaries and,
2. Our genuine and personal interactions with our beneficiaries 
and their parents brought joy to their faces.
It is often said that “the meaning of life is to give meaning”. I truly agree with 
this statement.
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Stage three : Internship
Satisfaction and fulfilment at work
Learning new things and meeting new people were all positive aspects of 
my internship. However, I was never truly happy and satisfied with what 
I was doing.
The alienated man is frequently a successful man. As long as the success 
continues, it often engenders a certain numbness toward the price the 
individual is paying, toward the fact that he has become estranged from 
himself. Only in periods of crisis does he become aware of alienation.
— Fritz Pappenheim (2000)
In line with this quote, while studying and chasing after what I once thought 
was the route to becoming rich within five years, I lost the drive to continue. 
I had become numbed to the cost of securing good grades and internships. I 
sacrificed my true happiness. At times, I would feel the alienation within myself. 
It was difficult for me to take a step forward towards my calling, especially 
when I felt safe and secure, but unhappy. However, it eventually dawned on 
me that there was no point in doing work that I was not interested in.
Fulfilment in organisational structures
Having completed two internships at organisations with a flatter organisational 
structure, I now prefer a flatter structure to the more traditional hierarchical 
structure. A flatter structure opened up lines of communication and possibili-
ties for collaboration. It was easier to seek advice and help from colleagues or 
managers which enriched the internship experiences.
With regard to finding fulfilment in the workplace, I think there are 
three trends:
1. Freedom and flexibility – a shift towards work-life integration 
instead of work-life balance
2. Autonomy – employees view this as an expectation as opposed 
to a perk
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3. Customisation and choice – in terms of jobs, work pace and 
amount of travelling required, etc. 
With employees seeking fulfilment in the workplace, organisations must 
provide them with a sense of purpose to retain them. They need also to be 
aware of these three trends in the world of work.
Stage four : Exchange
Experiencing Self & Remembering self
Embarking on exchange was one of the best decisions I made during my 
university life. Apart from interacting with people from all walks of life 
and becoming more independent, I also had opportunities to reflect on 
the meaning of life.
The distinction between experiencing self and remembering self is espe-
cially important in evaluating an individual’s well-being, because the 
determinants of experienced happiness and life satisfaction are substan-
tially different.  
— Sam Harris (2011)
While on exchange, I was able to move from the “experiencing self” to the 
“remembering self” stage, by taking time to evaluate the various periods in 
my life, and integrating these diverse experiences. This process enhanced my 
personal satisfaction and well-being.
Deriving meaning from relationships
At times, I walked the streets alone, enjoying the rare moments of solitude. 
While doing so, I could not help but notice the love shared between couples, 
families and friends. It dawned on me that in my constant chase for excellent 
grades and success, I had frequently neglected my loved ones. Getting good 
grades and a well-paid job should not become the only goal of young people. 
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This chase can make for an unsatisfying life as we do not spend enough time 
maintaining relationships with our loved ones. Viktor Frankl believes that 
human relationship is one of the three main sources of meaning. Recognising 
that I have a lot to improve on this subject, I have begun to take time to com-
municate and deepen my relationships.
Spirituality as a solution
During exchange, I often wondered whether it was possible to be happy 
before ones desires were gratified. One answer might be to look to religion. 
As there are various religions with incompatible beliefs, the answer may not 
be so simple. Still, I thought it might be possible to connect with something 
bigger than myself and through this connection generate positive emotions 
ranging from peace, acceptance, contentment to gratitude. Leading a mean-
ingful life might be achievable through spirituality via meditation, which can 
help one to discover deeper sources of well-being.
Our habitual failure to recognise thought as thought is a primary cause 
of human suffering, and when a person breaks this spell, an extraordi-
nary kind of relief is available. 
 
— Sam Harris (2014)
Looking ahead
Let us be grateful to people who make us happy, they are the charming 
gardeners who make our souls blossom.  
— Marcel Proust
My journey in SMU has been amazing as I have formed several lasting friend-
ships and have fond memories to last a lifetime. I have learnt too to be more 
appreciative of my loved ones, and thankful for the experiences and oppor-
tunities given to me.
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Studies have found that meaning consists of a cognitive processing com-
ponent and a purpose component. Weaving these two components into my 
next phase in life, I will focus on these three areas:
1. Living in the present happily, and appreciating the past and 
future – cognitive processing
2. Fostering stronger relationships with my loved ones – purpose
3. Working for success in a career I am passionate about – purpose
The way I find meaning in my life will differ from others; the meaning of life 
as I define it will be my own.
The meaning of life, differ from man to man, and from moment to 
moment. Thus, it is impossible to define the meaning of life in a general 
way. Questions about the meaning of life can never be answered by 
sweeping statements. 
 
— Viktor Emil Frankl (1992)
After all, we only live once, and as the classic film Rosebud suggests: “we will 
all have a few fragments of memories in our minds on our deathbeds to mock 
the insubstantial dream of our lives.” We should never devalue life’s every 
single precious moment.
The Beauty of Life 
Experiences
Quek Chui Jin Kenneth
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What is the meaning of life? Exploring this topic in relation to our sense of self and our ties to family, community, work and the world got me thinking about my priorities in life. An ordinary hour by myself 
helped me uncover aspects of myself that I had lost sight of. I realised that I 
had been living in denial this past year. This reflection explains my spiritual 
journey and the resolutions I have made.
Failure is the mother of success. Fear is the mother of failure
It was 13 March 2015. The day reality found me. It was the final interview round 
for Goldman Sachs’ Sales and Trading Summer Analyst Programme. I spoke to 
five traders/bankers who questioned my knowledge and thought processes. 
I received a ‘we-regret-to-inform-you’ email later and was devastated.
It was strange how badly this setback affected me. I had applied for the 
best firm (in my opinion) and one should think that I would have been mentally 
prepared that there is always someone out there better than myself. After wal-
lowing in self-pity for a few days, I went on to complete two other internships 
that year and moved on. Or so I thought.
This setback had subconsciously haunted me for almost a year. Before 
I realised it, I had became complacent – reading light novels during office 
hours; barely studying or leaving for work at the very last minute; losing hours 
on mobile games (I even paid for meaningless in-app purchases) – basically 
meaningless things an aimless secondary school boy would have done. It was 
as if I was looking for an avenue to escape reality; I regressed to old habits of 
a time when life seemed carefree. The scary thing was that it was not until 
early 2016 that I became aware of the state of mind I had slipped into. Through 
questioning my purpose in life, I finally awakened from this state of denial.
What is the meaning of my life? What is my purpose? What do I want? What 
do I seek to achieve? Is money the only thing that matters? What is success to 
me? What is important to me? Do my successes and failures define me? Am I 
taking things for granted? Am I lacking in spirituality? Why am I even asking 
myself these questions?
That final question was the trigger that highlighted my state of desperation. 
I was desperate to reaffirm myself through my endeavours, my work, my CV. I 
was desperate to prove that I was good, that I could compare with my peers, 
that I could exceed the expectations of the people around me.
124 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
I was desperate to force on myself a meaning of life when there was none 
at all. It was a struggle to find sanity in the midst of chaos.
Then I realised this despair stemmed from fear. I was afraid of the next 
stage of my life, of the failures I might have to face in the future. I was afraid 
of trying hard, only to hit an insurmountable wall. I was afraid of pouring 
my heart out, only to receive heartbreak and regret. These fears had roots 
in earlier life experiences. Scoring badly in school, failing to get my dream 
internship, getting cheated on after a four-year relationship, et cetera. The 
self-reproach I felt after each failure caused me to put the notion of success 
on a pedestal, and to convince myself that my purpose in life was to never fail. 
I became fearful. Fearful of trying too hard. Fearful of the unknown. Fearful 
of even attempting to pursue success.
In a society that idolises the pursuit of happiness, living a life where one’s 
destination is to find joy through material goods (or success) is not only ineffec-
tive, it is a never-ending journey. There is always going to be someone smarter 
than you, or richer than you. Would that snowball into an endless crusade to 
prove myself to others? Am I always going to fear life and fear myself?
Reconciliation through the search for beauty
For our group project, my group’s chosen topic was ‘Seeking Beauty’. We 
began by brainstorming at our favourite haunt, Ice Cold B’s (the university bar), 
as we sincerely believed that the best ideas came when humans were high or 
drunk. We threw out ideas for our project from trying to define our personal 
meaning of life to the non-existence of this meaning altogether. After hours 
of discussion, we finally came to this conclusion – life will always be beautiful 
and it was irrelevant whether it had meaning or not.
The beauty of life is everywhere. We can find beauty in vitality. We can 
find beauty in the mundane. We can find beauty in how the world works. We 
can find beauty in the absence of existence. As long as we can appreciate 
things, we can always find beauty. As the saying goes, “beauty is in the eye 
of the beholder”.
Thus, I began an intense self-reflection one day while I was having an hour-
long jog around my neighbourhood. My search for beauty started with society.
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Ruthless society
Running past HDB flats, private housing, schools and various amenities, I 
marvelled at how our far humanity has come. We have evolved from living in 
caves to being able to build complex structures – a humbling thought. While 
considering the large numbers of foreign workers at construction sites for 
new condominiums, it suddenly struck me that this stratum of society had 
always existed. Classification of citizens cements the right to, and denial of 
privileges each class in society enjoys. It is ironic that to this day, the structure 
of society remains so, albeit presented and seen in a subtler way. We are still 
slaves to work for the few rich. The only difference between now and then is 
that we see our current hierarchy as being legitimate. Beauty lies in the fact 
that fundamental human behaviour will not change – this is evident in the 
continued ruthlessness in society.
The abundance of knowledge, the insignificance of the ‘I’
I realised there were so many things that I could not comprehend. Why this 
pursuit of survival? From where does this instinct to preserve oneself originate? 
Why is there inequality in this world? There are so many things that Man does 
not yet know that we endeavour to understand through science. As I pondered 
countless questions, I began to appreciate the magnitude of this universe.
What if we were able to answer all these questions? In the latest instal-
ment of the Indiana Jones franchise (Kingdom of Crystal Skull), the antagonist, 
Dr Irina Spalko, was rewarded with the knowledge of everything. Spalko then 
disintegrated due to the overwhelming knowledge she was given. Albeit 
far-fetched, this scene portrays humanity’s collective knowledge as being 
insignificant compared to all that there is in the vast universe. And this is pre-
cisely the beauty of knowledge – the more you know, the more you realise 
that you do not know.
Good health grants freedom
At this point, it occurred to me that I was out of breath and out of shape. 
The hour-long jog had taken a toll on me. As I sat down on a bench to rest, 
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I pondered over what I really wanted in life. Did I want to end up immobile, 
unable to walk wherever I wanted to? Would I want a life where I needed a 
stranger to escort me to the toilet or to bathe me?
I began to think of my grandfather. He was recently hospitalised due to 
prolonged illness, and needed help with basic needs like toileting. As a filial 
grandson, often had that duty. It was challenging to care for his hygiene needs, 
but I could not help feeling guilty for feeling that way. I remember looking at 
my grandfather’s frailty and reminiscing about the time when he would take 
me out for walks or when he gave me my first taste of beer.
Seventeen years have passed since that time. Who knows what my life 
will be like in another seventeen years. One thing is for sure; I may not be as 
healthy or as fit as I am now. But if treating my body like a temple will give me 
freedom to do what I want, need or love, I will gladly invest in it today for the 
exponential returns in the future. There is beauty in keeping fit and keeping 
healthy – in it lies the freedom health provides.
Ephemeral relationships
My grandfather is the inspiration for this section on ‘beauty in relationships’. 
People are not permanent fixtures in our lives. If we can understand and accept 
this fact, we will then be able to appreciate people for the sheer reason that 
they exist in our present. We will then be able to love them wholeheartedly 
and unconditionally because they help us become who we are, and who we 
are going to be.
My family comforts me in this unpredictable and unfamiliar journey called 
life. They give me advice when I need guidance, a shoulder to cry on when the 
burden gets too heavy, and hugs when I am lonely. They are present and per-
sistent, my strongest pillar of support. And that is what makes family beautiful.
“I never realised how important my family was till then, when you’re at 
your absolute weakest and cannot even depend on yourself ”.
— Chelsea Ho
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Friends make me happy and they helped define who I am. I developed my 
social and communication skills through interacting with them. We figured 
out the rights and wrongs in life together. Each stage of my life was impacted 
deeply by a friend, whose influence has shaped the person I am today.
Back in 2010, my friend, Jairus Ang Jun Heng was a victim of the Kallang 
slashing incident. He was assaulted in the middle of the night, suffered from 
deep slashes on his face and back (near the spine), and lost his fingers. He lay 
helpless on the ground for five hours before someone found him and called 
for an ambulance. I remember being in shock when I saw him in the hospital 
grappling with death and gangrene. Fortunately, he pulled through. The 
perseverance and willpower he showed during his recovery was inspirational. 
He went on to place 7th in the World Paralympics Canoeing Competition for 
two consecutive years.
Recently I asked Jairus what kept him going during that ordeal. His words 
and thoughts were simple, and hauntingly pure.
“You guys. It was precisely for all of you, my friends and my family, that 
I willed myself to survive. All I could think of while lying there on the 
ground is that I do not disappoint everyone”. 
— Jairus Ang
The experience of travel
I got home refreshed after the long run. It helped me clarify my thought 
processes, who I wanted to surround myself with, and ultimately gave me an 
understanding of what I wanted in life. Then in a moment of déjà vu, it occurred 
to me that I had had a similar experience.
In December 2012, I went on a three-week overseas community service 
project to Nepal. It was the most surreal and enlightening experience I had 
been through. I had never felt a stronger resonance between my mind and 
body. Every morning I would wake up to a mesmerising view of clouds covering 
the valley. We would watch the clouds roll up the mountain we were residing 
on, and I would take time to connect with my spirituality. It was then that I 
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made a resolution to live life to the fullest, to hold close to me the people I 
cherish and to experience all that life had to offer.
My meaning in life
A setback I experienced in 2015 was a major part of my life, yet it was so insig-
nificant in the grand scheme of things. Even then, there was beauty in the 
experience. Every experience brings with it a mistake or triumph, and often 
a realisation about who we are as individuals. Through life’s experiences, we 
can look back and smile and be happy.
My fondest memories are not of the angpaos I received for Lunar New Year 
or on my birthday. But rather, they are about the environment surrounding the 
events – the people at my birthday party, the smell of the steamboat during 
reunion dinners, the first time I learnt to ride a bike from my father, and the 
time I went on my first (awful) date. It is of those times I received rejections 
for job applications and those times I fell out of love.
Experiences can be relived. Experiences have emotional longevity. They 
can be improved and reimagined in our minds as we continue to grow and 
progress in life. They stay with us and they are lessons we can use everyday for 
as long as we live. The spiritual journey I had was a mere hour-long run, but 
it had helped reconcile the turmoil within me, and I can say I have emerged 
stronger from it.
Thus, I reaffirm my resolution to live life to the fullest, to hold close to me 
the people I cherish. I aspire to experience all that life has to offer, which means 
embracing each and every setback I have been through and those in the future. 
Society may be ruthless, knowledge may be overwhelming, and relationships 
may be fleeting. But I think with this mindset, I will be able to manoeuvre 
through this unpredictable journey of life, and I will be happy and fulfilled.
“In the end, it is not the years in your life that count. It is the life in your 
years”.
— Abraham Lincoln

Thirsty at Thirty
Muhamad Hilmi
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Prophet Muhammad once said, “The seeking of knowledge is obligatory for every Muslim”. Like many others, I am just an ordinary Singaporean Malay-Muslim boy who yearns for a holistic education in both the secular 
and religious sectors. Religion is pivotal in my life as it gave me reason and 
meaning to do the things that I do and made me realise the importance of 
pursuing knowledge – whatever it may be and wherever it may lie. This was 
how I was nurtured from young through the teachings of Islam. All opinions, 
thoughts and feelings are solely my own and not representative of or directed 
at anyone in this writing.
My life as a student in SMU has been no less than rewarding; as the famous 
saying goes, “time flies”. Indeed four years have zoomed past and I have yet 
to embrace the fact that my university life will soon come to an end. Often I 
have been told that education is important for myself and for my community. 
However, I found myself becoming very cynical and asking questions such as 
“What is education? What is the difference between education and knowledge? 
Why do I need to study? Who decides what is important enough to necessitate 
learning? Which knowledge is better?”
My years of formal education have paid off not because I achieved the 
grades I wanted to or landed that dream job but because along the way, I 
found answers to those questions slowly unravelling through interactions 
with my family, close friends, acquaintances, colleagues at work, teachers 
and even strangers. I believe that everything I have is a privilege, an honour 
and arguably, a luxury. My family of five lives comfortably in a four-room HDB 
flat, with an average household income. I am the first in my family to gradu-
ate with a degree; I am considered a success story. However, I am turning 30 
this year and people my age would already be reaching higher milestones in 
life. Some of my friends are already holding high appointments at work, oth-
ers are married with kids while a handful already own homes. I should have 
written this essay a long time ago, but this is not about the what-ifs nor is it a 
melancholic rant about my life.
I did not expect myself to be accepted by a university and a local one at 
that, especially after dropping out of a polytechnic in my final semester only 
to re-enter another polytechnic to start over again in a different course. I was 
tremendously excited to go to a university and felt anxious at times about 
how it would be.
132 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
Truth be told, I had the worst experience in my life as a student in my first 
year in SMU. It seemed that 90 percent of the people I met had gone to junior 
college, and it seemed that university was meant only for them. I often received 
the reaction, “Oh you must be really smart to get into university considering 
you are not from junior college.” To add icing to the cake, even the professors 
would say, “All of you should know this from junior college,” and if you are lucky, 
the professor might have an awkward pause and then add, “or Polytechnic.” 
My perception of local university life changed from the start.
Being a Malay-Muslim boy in a local university, I am in the minority, and 
that is not an easy place to be. If you are not a member of a minority group 
in Singapore, chances are, you will not understand. Although it thrilled me 
to hear my friends say, “Wow, Hilmi, you are my first Malay-Muslim friend,” it 
saddened me at the same time. It really baffles me how limited interaction 
between the races can be in the formal education system.
Despite my rough start, I picked myself up and soon got into the groove of 
things. By my second semester, I was immersed in school life. I was involved 
in two CCAs and eventually led one of them as President. It got me to par-
ticipate in national as well as international competitions and I managed to 
win some medals. I also had the chance to lead a group of students on an 
overseas community service project to China in my second year. During the 
summer, I served an internship that gave me the opportunity to work while 
studying. I was later offered a full-time job. Apart from school activities, I had 
the chance to set up two companies with fellow undergraduates while jug-
gling my studies at the same time. In retrospect, I felt that I learnt a lot about 
perseverance and how not to waste precious time. In the past, I took a lot of 
things for granted but SMU has taught me to cherish all the moments and 
opportunities presented to me.
I write this essay with a heavy heart as it will be my final submission, apart 
from the impending examinations. I do not know whether I will continue to 
pursue higher learning but, so far, this journey has been a great one. So many 
questions and uncertainties lie ahead. In my limited understanding of life as a 
whole, I submit myself to the unknowns and focus instead on the things known 
to me such as my family, friends and loved ones. I believe that the ultimate 
education for oneself is your life, and the people and things around you. One 
thing life has taught me thus far is humility. No matter how high you climb, 
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always remind yourself to be humble. Never hurt the people around you to 
achieve what you want for yourself. The best way to learn is to keep your eyes, 
ears, heart and mind wide open and your mouth tightly shut.
Thank you SMU for everything, I will miss you.
Turning Points 
Aisyah Hanani Binte Mahmud
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As with most other graduating students, this is likely our first and last opportunity to be given the freedom to write on any topic of our choosing. I have thought long and hard on what I could pen down, 
admittedly having Googled “interesting topics” and “current issues” to value-
add to this essay. However after 13 weeks of learning about people and life 
and everything in between, I realised that all these big, relevant and current 
topics have been more or less covered in class or can easily be found online. 
Countless articles and opinion pieces are published daily. So, I have chosen 
to share my personal experiences as a 22-year-old Malay Muslim undergradu-
ate living in Singapore. There is no political agenda behind this essay nor do 
I intend to use it as a platform to champion certain issues and causes. Rather, 
I hope to use this essay as an avenue to pause and reflect on how I ended up 
where I am today and becoming who I am. In doing so, I hope to move forward 
with a better perspective of life. Concurrently, I hope that the reader can take 
away something of value from this (no matter how small). 
I come from a middle-class family of five where my father is the sole bread-
winner and my mother a housewife for most of her life. My two sisters are 18 
and four-years-old. We have lived in a HDB flat all our lives and I am grateful 
to have been provided with everything I have ever needed thus far. 
Primary school for me was uneventful, with vague memories mostly of 
having prepared for PSLE using assessment books and practice paper after 
practice paper. I made friends with students from all races having gone to a 
neighbourhood school near my house.
Then came secondary school which was a turning point because I was 
persuaded to enrol in Methodist Girls’ School (MGS). Persuasion came from 
practical relatives who simply believed in selecting “the next best school” 
after not having qualified for “the best” (Raffles Girls’ School). It was a typical 
Singaporean mindset. Practicality aside, it was extremely inconvenient hav-
ing to travel to and from the west when I lived in the east side of Singapore. 
One-way transportation which was provided meant waking up at 5am every 
day and taking one-and-a-half hours to travel from school back home. While 
it was ultimately my decision to choose a school, at the age of 12, it made 
sense to simply turn to the advice of my relatives who had nothing but my 
best interests at heart. Unfortunately, it was an extremely difficult and lonely 
two years there, being unable to connect with everyone because of the stark 
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differences in upbringing between myself and the rest of the students. I was one 
of the five Malays out of a cohort of 300. On top of that, the bulk of them were 
either from the affiliated MGS primary school or Gifted Education Programme 
(GEP) schools, both of which had an extremely low percentage of Malays as 
compared to the majority of other secondary schools. Cliques and groups of 
friends were also already formed among those from GEP schools, side-lining 
me even further. That aside, our lifestyles were different because many of these 
students came from affluent family backgrounds with ambitions and priorities 
different from my own. It was difficult to feel comfortable in my own skin or 
to feel I belonged. Everyone was too different from me. Interestingly, the four 
other Malay girls shared the same sentiments although to a different extent.
I was then fortunate enough to have gotten into the Integrated Programme 
(IP) at Temasek Junior College (TJC) at Secondary 3 and I left MGS soon after-
wards, having only kept in contact with one other classmate. Incidentally, she 
turned out to be my best friend till today (nine years and counting). I saw this 
as a silver lining and quickly moved on to what I felt were greener pastures. 
Things looked up in TJC despite there being only four Malays out of the IP 
cohort of a hundred. The fact that I was a minority did not pose much of a 
problem this time because I was able to get along with schoolmates from 
other races and backgrounds. It made a huge difference that I was able to 
enjoy the company of everyone else in this environment.
I have always tried to blend in as a Malay Muslim, believing it was much 
easier to focus on similarities with others instead of our differences. But I came 
to realise that my obligations and practices as a Muslim came across to others 
as minor disruptions in my life. For one, Muslims are required to consume halal 
food, and I usually had to explain to my friends what this entails and how it 
goes beyond no pork or lard. Another obvious practice is having to constantly 
excuse ourselves in-between lessons or during breaks to do our obligatory 
daily prayers five times a day. It was uncomfortable, especially when almost 
everyone else never had to do the same. It became a tiresome routine of having 
to explain to different people why we as Muslims behaved differently, and to 
explain the notion of practicing and non-practicing Muslims. Their questions, 
while valid, only highlighted our differences. The upside was that it felt good 
to see them take an interest in trying to understand the religion. I grew and 
I learnt to take these things, which had initially made me uncomfortable, in 
my stride because I knew it would eventually help me when I had to deal with 
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similar instances in future. I had always been an extreme introvert and this 
definitely helped me to develop thicker skin.
That aside, preparations for the A-Level examinations was another extremely 
challenging period for me. I had not been doing as well as most throughout 
my four years in TJC (from Secondary 3 to J2). I scraped through every year 
and I felt demoralised and miserable. I was sure I would not qualify for a place 
in a local university, yet amazingly, I managed to. 
By the time I was in SMU (and till today) I had pretty much completely 
exhausted myself from rote learning for the years all the way up till the A-level 
examinations. I never truly recovered from the burnout and I never got my 
drive back. This became another turning point for me because I started ques-
tioning what I truly wanted in life. And it was to be happy. I realised that the 
chase was never going to end. Beyond grades, it would be to get a good job, 
then a promotion, then an upgrade in material achievements, and so on. It 
would never end. It was a mindset I had been influenced into and surrounded 
by for so long, to work hard now and rest later. I realised that “later” would 
never come. This mindset came from being constantly bombarded by the 
news on our country’s education system. Whether it sang praises or was a cry 
for reform, the emphasis on the need to excel and achieve was always there. 
This, combined with having been in the pressurising school environment for 
years, led me to believe that this was the only way to survive. I was grateful 
that my parents had always understood this stress and consciously decided to 
let me decide on the kind of life I wanted, never once dictating my decisions.
Now, nearing the end the of my journey in SMU, I have started to panic 
at the prospects of being thrown into adulthood and having to commit to a 
daily 9 to 6 office job. It will be a big adjustment from the freedom and flex-
ibility of student life. If my internship experience is a foretaste of working life, 
I know I am not likely to find job satisfaction in any 9 to 6 office job. I know in 
my heart that I would be miserable again if my life consisted of commuting 
in packed trains and having little time to be with loved ones. I have admired 
the ability of others to thrive in corporate jobs, finding meaning in what they 
do. I want that for myself too. There are few alternatives to an office job. I am 
less confident of pursuing something different.
One big influence in my decision is my boyfriend, who shares a similar dis-
dain for corporate jobs. He wants to find meaning in a career and he showed 
me it was possible to find a non-corporate job. Having graduated from SMU in 
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finance and operations, he was brave enough to take the unconventional route 
of signing on as a senior officer with the Singapore Police Force. He accepted 
the job offer, rejecting an offer from a company where he was an intern. His 
peers looked down on civil service jobs and did not support his decision. 
What they fail to realise is that not everyone aims for the same things in life. 
The second and final push factor which cemented my decision is the 
Capstone Course. Hearing the views of classmates on life and understanding 
their values gave me a broader perspective. I realised I should do what makes 
me happy. It is as simple as that. I know I am realistic enough to be able to 
decide what is best for myself spiritually, emotionally and financially. After 
much deliberation, I have decided that what I wanted was to teach. I have 
derived great satisfaction from my working experience giving weekly tuition 
in the Mendaki Tuition Scheme. It was the only job where I felt I had made 
some impact. It was something I knew I would enjoy doing every day. After 
that, it became much easier to make my career choice. Having only two days 
of school next semester, I will have time to be a relief teacher and improve 
my chances of getting a place in the National Institute of Education (NIE). My 
career choice is unconventional, especially for a business student. My education 
would allow me to teach business subjects in a junior college. Had I enrolled 
in a three-year arts course in NUS, my other choice of school, my university 
education would have been less costly. 
The way forward for me is to think positively. Going through SMU has made 
me who I am today, someone I am proud of. I have a clearer sense of what I 
want in life. I feel grateful for all that I have learnt. This opportunity to reflect 
made me realise that everything starts and ends with a mindset.

My First Twenty-Two Years
Tan Kar Mun Amanda
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The years that shaped my personality
I am the elder sister in a loving family, with supportive parents who encour-aged us to pursue our passions, and who understood a millennial’s mental-ity. My parents always wanted the best for my brother and I, exposing us 
to numerous activities when we were young in hopes that these activities 
would shape us into better people. I was greedy back then, attending piano 
and ballet lessons, which cost a good percentage of my father’s sub-par pay.
My parents believed in us. To them, we were unpolished gems. I am most 
thankful that even though my parents saw the value of education, they also 
understood that our ability was not defined by our academic grades. They 
knew that with the values instilled in us, we would grow into responsible adults, 
who could fend for ourselves. While most parents would stop their children 
from attending extra curriculum activities during examination periods, my 
parents encouraged me to go for my ballet and piano lessons for they knew 
these activities could relieve stress and add joy.
Upon reflection, I conclude that my upbringing was a huge factor in bring-
ing me to this point. My personality was shaped by the environment I grew 
up in, helping me learn right from wrong through observation or experience.
The arrival of my younger brother, who is two years younger than I am, 
changed my life. Had I been a single child, my parents would have treated me 
differently, and I may have ended up being the “princess” in the family. As my 
mother was a Malaysian, she brought my brother and I back to her hometown 
on a regular basis. My mother’s strong parenting skills made it possible for 
her to travel with two toddlers. Given how closely-knit we were as a family, it 
was no surprise she did not have difficulties sharing her feelings with us. As a 
result, I became an independent, dependable and disciplined child who was 
able to empathise. These values are deeply etched in my personality. As my 
brother and I shared a room until I was 14, we talked a lot most nights. After 
we had our own room, I remembered being afraid of sleeping alone and 
feeling lonely when I could not fall asleep. Though we went on our separate 
paths, our close relationship would trigger random conversations that could 
last hours. Even when worn out from school work, I cherished those moments. 
I knew how much influence I had over my brother as he looked up to me as 
a role model. This relationship was a huge factor in my upbringing. I wanted 
the best for him and strove to set a good example.
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Another huge part of my upbringing was ballet classes. I was fortunate to 
have had one of the most humble Singaporean ballerinas as my teacher; she 
taught with passion and not for monetary gain. I do not recollect what I was 
like when I was five or six years old. One of the deepest impressions I had, was 
of me throwing a tantrum in class, wanting to quit ballet so badly because of 
my inability to execute a certain movement. Thankfully, my ballet teacher saw 
my potential and encouraged my mum to not give in to my demands. Ballet 
not only taught me to persevere, it made me more detailed-oriented and 
taught me that success cames with hard work.
Learning ballet taught me to be humble. As my teacher said, “you stop 
improving when you start being arrogant.” Ballet has so many different aspects, 
there were always area to improve on. The only time I saw her agitated was 
when one of her students who danced beautifully showed no interest in 
helping others in class. She groomed us not just to be better dancers but also 
better people.
Events that shaped my perspective
Fast forward to recent years, where several events that took place influenced 
my values and beliefs. My paternal grandmother passed away due to cancer, 
a month before my journey in SMU began. While I thought that our extended 
family was closely-knit, her passing brought out the worst in some people. 
There were family feuds over the inheritance of assets and cash. This made 
me realise that even in a seemingly loving family, people still do hold different 
values in life. But it also strengthened my close relationship with my brother, 
as we both value family over material gains. 
The only motivation I had while pursuing my A-Level examinations, was 
to get a place in SMU’s business school. I knew that SMU offered the environ-
ment that I wanted to be in – a place that grooms future leaders, and prepares 
students for the corporate world. I remember how lost I felt receiving my 
results as they were not even in the lower ten percentile of the cut-off point. 
Nonetheless, with some luck, I was asked to attend the interview. I knew very 
well that I only had one chance to prove myself. I remember how different my 
answers were from the other interviewees, and thought that I had messed up 
my one chance. Thankfully, my acceptance letter from SMU came two days 
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before we had to confirm our offer. I am most thankful to the two interviewers 
who saw the potential in me.
Looking back on my SMU journey, I am one of the rare SMU students 
who was not lost in the midst of the GPA rat race. Perhaps it is because I was 
certain that I would join the hospitality industry where experience is valued 
over academic achievement. While my peers were busy studying, I took on 
internships and part-time jobs related to the industry. It was a difficult being 
different from my peers, as most SMU graduates end up working in a bank or 
in big corporations. There were times when I felt that I was giving excuses to 
myself, creating a form of synthetic happiness. On the bright side, I met some 
SMU graduates working in the hospitality industry. They were encouraging, 
telling me that the experiences I had gained would stand me in good stead 
when it comes to finding a job in the industry.
Growing to be a better person
A huge part of my SMU journey was being part of the Sports Union. It all started 
when I was recruited as the Programme Director for ‘Waikiki 2013’. ‘Waikiki’ is 
SMU’s beach extravaganza which included competitive sports and a beauty 
pageant. It was a highly-anticipated event among the sports people who 
expect an even better show each year than the year before. Being in charge 
of the competitive sports segment was a huge challenge as most attendees 
were taking part in at least one sport. One memorable and bold decision that 
I made was to adjust the starting time of the first game as most participants 
were late. The change I knew could upset the schedule but I felt participants 
should get as much game time as possible.
Being actively involved in organising SSU’s four signature events, and tak-
ing on different departmental roles, encouraged me to step out of my comfort 
zone and run successfully for Vice President of SSU. As a female, I battled self-
doubt, worried that I may be just a figurehead for SSU or not turn out to be 
the best sportswoman in SMU. My confidence rose when the previous SSU 
committee members said that I had the leadership skills and enthusiasm to 
bring the team forward. My hard work and dedication were recognised, and 
this made me happy.
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Things were not as smooth sailing as I had hoped during my term as Vice 
President. Conflict and politicking are inevitable in any committee. Even 
though I knew to not take things personally, I felt that we did not handle 
situations well. Our disagreements resulted in irreversible and detrimental 
effects that damaged our relationships. Through these experiences, I learnt 
to control my emotions and blunt nature as these traits could unintentionally 
hurt others. I started to understand that not everyone was not as rational as 
I expected them to be, and that some people may be more sensitive. I learnt 
how important the experience was for the better of the organisation. My work 
in SSU made me believe in myself, that I could achieve much more by getting 
out of my self-imposed boundaries.
Understanding the world better
One recent event that broadened my perspective on life was going on exchange. 
Grasping every opportunity to step out of my comfort zone and travelling made 
my exchange experience a fulfilling one. Conversations with people from vastly 
different cultures and nationalities allowed me to better understand different 
perspectives of life. It made me realise how pampered and well-protected 
Singaporeans are and how ignorant we are of events around the world.
I used to be someone who needed to know exactly what I would be doing 
at a specific time. My itineraries were clearly organised, and I had a daily ‘to-
do’ list. While travelling with my friends, one of my closer friends noticed this 
trait of mine, and nagged at me for being too meticulous and giving myself 
unnecessary stress. He added that my clearly set out itineraries might cause us 
to be inflexible with our plans. More importantly, he wanted me to live in the 
moment and savour every second rather than be caught up in too much plan-
ning. Ten days of travelling changed the way I looked at travel plans. Instead 
of having a detailed day-to-day plan, I made sure I was aware of the bigger 
picture, taking into account such things as accommodation and transport, 
leaving time to explore and immerse myself in the present.
More importantly, my exchange programme was in central Paris, where I 
was caught up in the Paris attacks. It was the first time in my life I was in close 
vicinity to terrorism. I was in my apartment when the shooting took place and 
busied myself checking up on other SMU students who were in Paris. When 
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Paris declared three days of mourning, I chose to stay at the apartment instead 
of heading to school. I was terrified to step out of the house, and the constant 
wail of the ambulance siren was stressful. I made sure that I was always in my 
boyfriend’s peripheral vision, and I followed him wherever he went, to be 100 
percent sure that we were aware of each other’s whereabouts. When we went 
back to school, one of my Egyptian friends said, “What? We experience it every 
day back home. This is really nothing.” In that moment, I felt embarrassed 
to have been so oblivious to the world around me. I realised how protected 
Singaporeans have been. For the next few weeks in Europe, it was difficult to 
sleep well, and I was stressed to the extent that I always had a bag of necessi-
ties on standby ready to make a run if needed to. The whole experience made 
me really appreciate the safe environment in Singapore, and helped me better 
understand what was happening around the world.
Am I ready for the next chapter?
Looking back at my past twenty years of life, I have to say that it has been an 
amazing roller coaster ride. The person I am today is built on events that helped 
shaped my personality and perspective. Though life may not have been as 
smooth sailing as we had hoped for it to be, I believe that every occurrence 
encompasses a learning point that helps us to be a better person. At this point, 
I am not looking forward to stepping into the “unemployed” sector of society. 
As I have set my mind on working in the hospitality industry, I will find ways 
to achieve my goal while not forgetting to cherish the joys of the moment.
A Different Dictionary
Loo Hui Ying Shermaine
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To conclude my university education with an essay that reflects upon my journey does not suffice – there is too much to say and too many topics to touch on. Hence, in order to accurately convey my thoughts 
and perspectives that shaped me into who I am today, I decided to pen them 
down in the form of a dictionary. After all, a dictionary is the go-to tool when 
you need help to define words. So this book is how I would define Shermaine 
Loo and a capstone to mark the end of her formal education.
Achievement 
noun achieve·ment \ə-ˈchēv-mənt\
: what society dictates that we should strive for. They say that I should become 
someone powerful, someone who can change the world.
: but I disagree. I think it can be something small or simple – like completing 
an assignment or gaining more knowledge about a subject. Even something 
simple like bringing a smile to the neighbourhood uncle’s face is a feat to me.
Appreciate 
verb ap·pre·ci·ate \ə-ˈprē-shē-ˌāt, -ˈpri- also -ˈ prē-sē-\
: everything. And I really mean everything. Such as being able to wake up in 
the morning today and for the bus driver during my commutes. I feel that this 
something all of us have not done enough with the excuse of us being too “busy”.
Barista 
noun ba·ris·ta \bə-ˈrēs-tə, bä-ˈrēs-tä\
: my first official part-time job which people should learn to spell i.e. it is dif-
ferent from ‘barrister’, the lawyer.
: you really do not want to anger the person who gets you your daily caffeine fix.
Cambodia 
geographical name Cam·bo·dia \kam-ˈbō-dē-ə\
: a beautiful country that holds the UNESCO world heritage site, Angkor Wat.
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: the place I went for my overseas community service project and which got 
me thinking – are we truly helping when we embark on such expeditions? Or 
are we merely doing this to fulfil the requirements listed by the school? What 
about those who need our help back in our own country?
Communication 
noun com·mu·ni·ca·tion \kə-ˌmyü-nə-ˈkā-shən\
: I used to think it is a word people use to make themselves sound sophisticated 
(as opposed to using ‘talk’ or ‘speak’)
: It is now my passion and interest, something which I will be engaged in as 
my career (along with marketing).
Contentment 
noun con·tent·ment \kən-ˈtent-mənt\
: an elusive state which many people desire but not everyone can achieve.
: I realised that people with fast cars, big houses and fattened bank accounts 
may be devoid of it. But I have it in abundance when my family has a simple 
meal together at the hawker centre or when my friends and I window-shop 
and catch up in shopping malls though we cannot afford what was on sale.
Disappointment 
noun dis·ap·point·ment \ˌdis-ə-ˈpȯint-mənt\
: a word capable of crippling you from the inside. The worst emotion ever.
: when I received my results slip and handed it to my parents, they remained 
silent. I knew I had not done as well as they had hoped. I waited for them to 
scold or blame me for not working as hard. But all they did was look me in the 
eye and said, “I know you did your best already”. But all I saw and remember, 
was the disappointment in their eyes.
Discovery 
noun dis·cov·ery \dis-ˈkə-v(ə-)rē\
: the act of finding new places or sights. I am always eager to explore new 
cities in the world.
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: but it is so much more – the process of learning more about who I am, the 
society I live in, the people I meet and the way things work – in order to create 
myself. Self-discovery is a never-ending journey for me.
: this is probably the meaning of my life. An endless discovery and journey. To 
find the life that I want to live and be able to live it.
: see ‘Identity’
Education 
noun ed·u·ca·tion \ˌe-jə-ˈkā-shən\
: something extremely important that takes 16 years.
: a word which I realised in secondary school, is not limited to what institutions 
can offer you. Rather, it is something so much greater and broader. Those who 
are limited within the four walls have barely read a page in the book.
: a passion which I will continue to pursue. Not in terms of a Masters or PhD, 
but through little things such as conversations with people I meet, books I 
read and things I see.
: not only so, I will also want to share this knowledge with others so that we 
can all learn from one another.
Expectation 
noun ex·pec·ta·tion \ˌek-ˌspek-ˈtā-shən, ik-\
: chains that adults use on children, society, humanity, the government on its 
people, and your thoughts on your actions.
: something that used to make me think I was never good enough. Not good 
enough for my parents until I got straight A’s for my examinations, not cool 
enough for my friends unless I altered my skirt and wore ankle socks to school; 
not good enough for society unless I had a university degree.
: but I know better now. We should all just live up to our own expectations that 
we set for ourselves, and stop living for others. I no longer feel chained anymore.
Existentialism 
noun ex·is·ten·tial·ism \-ˈten(t)-shə-ˌli-zəm\
: a word I first encountered because it was my friend’s playlist name.
: later, when I finally understood what it meant, it never left my thoughts.
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: so what is the point of life?
: See ‘Experience’
Experience 
noun ex·pe·ri·ence \ik-ˈspir-ē-ən(t)s\
: something you need to succeed but which you cannot get unless you learn 
from your failures.
: also what educational institutions, internships, careers, relationships offer us.
: exhilarating activities that I want to do, such as skydiving and diving.
Family 
noun fam·i·ly \ˈ fam-lē, ˈfa-mə-\
: people I am related to by blood. The ones who I will never give up on even 
when I have been disappointed or hurt by them.
: best friends who although not related by blood, but are as close to me, as 
though they are siblings that I never had.
Fluff 
noun \ˈ fləf\
: things that are fluffy e.g. clouds, cotton candy.
: the sheer amount of words that SMU students can regurgitate to make them-
selves seem capable and wise. I have also since learnt the art of deciphering 
between constructive statements and pure fluff.
Friends 
noun \ˈ frend\
: my go-to TV show when I want a good laugh.
: people who have seen me at my worst but still accept me for who I am.
: people who will laugh at your situation when you are in deep trouble (they 
should help you out after that though).
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Grade 
noun \ˈ grād\
: a system which Singapore uses to help the teachers, parents and society 
decide how much a child is worth.
: it really is not as important as people tend to make it out to be. People who 
did better than I had are now also in my university, as are those who did not 
do as well. It sometimes makes me wonder if it is time for Singapore to relook 
at its education system.
Growth 
noun \ˈ grōth\
: it used to mean something physical, such as growing taller (or fatter).
: now I know, the most important type of growth is something which you 
cannot see, such as when you grow intellectually (learning new things) or 
mentally (become stronger).
Hindsight 
noun hind·sight \ˈ hīn(d)-ˌsīt\
: what my answer will be to the question that people like to ask. Having this 
ability would work wonders in decision-making.
Home 
noun \ˈ hōm\
: it used to be defined as the place in which I live.
: a safe haven – where I feel comfortable to be myself. It can be a place or 
even a person.
: a familiar feeling, waves of nostalgia for a place I really love or one that holds 
a lot of memories for me. A home for all the wonderful memories I had.
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Identity 
noun iden·ti·ty \ī-ˈden-tə-tē, ə-, -ˈde-nə-\
: Loo Hui Ying Shermaine.
: what my passions are, the beliefs I have, the issues and people I would stand 
up for or against, my character and physical self. Everything, tangible or intan-
gible, that defines me as an individual.
Independence 
noun in·de·pen·dence \ˌin-də-ˈpen-dən(t)s\
: a word that I resented when I was younger, but have soon grown to appreci-
ate its importance.
: I was forced to understand the meaning of this word as a result of having 
parents who are working adults. Since young, I was left in the hands of an aunt, 
a maid and even a child care centre. I honestly have not had many memories 
of time spent with my parents, apart from what I see in old photographs.
Integrity 
noun in·teg·ri·ty \in-ˈte-grə-tē\
: when I refused to let my friends copy my answers during an examination. 
There is always a price to pay when you have to do the right thing, isn’t there?
: but do I still have integrity when I did not report my friends for cheating in an 
examination although I saw them blatantly doing it? Is integrity, as are other 
values, measured on a spectrum or two polar opposites such that once you 
have done something wrong, you lose it?
: I like to believe that they are all on a spectrum. And at times, although you 
behave out of your character, you may have done it for a good reason, such as 
when you pretended not to notice the homeless man picking up and keeping 
the $10 note that the man who walked past had dropped.
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Leadership 
noun lead·er·ship \ˈ lē-dər-ˌship\
: I joined BIZCOM and SMUSA in SMU and it offered me a wealth of lessons and 
led me to meet some of the greatest minds (in my opinion) in SMU. They had 
passion and drive, which motivated them to run for their respective portfolio 
and this inspired me in various ways.
: appears in many different forms and styles. One does not necessarily have 
to be in a position of power in order to be a leader.
Loss 
noun \ˈ lȯs\
: it used to mean having my favourite toy taken away from me or that one extra 
point from winning the match or that one more mark to getting a higher grade.
: now, it is a word I fear that would separate me from the people who mean 
the most to me.
Luck 
noun \ˈ lək\
: the first time this word was used on me; it was by my Primary 5 form teacher. 
She said, “Wow Shermaine, you are so lucky to have made it into 6B” It was 
the second best class of the cohort.
: the second time it was used was by my parents. They said “You are so lucky 
that SMU accepted you. We should go to the temple to give thanks.”
: I hate luck. I do not believe in it.
Nice 
adjective \ˈ nīs\
: “She’s a nice person.”
: I used to think it a compliment when people said that I was nice. But really, 
if you think about it, when there are a thousand other adjectives to describe 
someone, using the word ‘nice’ is plain. It is as though I had nothing better 
to offer.
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Pain 
noun \ˈ pān\
: physical pain such as when you have to remove the operation stitches. 
Something for which I really do not understand the necessity. That night, I 
remember waking up and taking a pair of scissors to cut the loose thread off.
: emotional pain such as when someone breaks your heart or when you disap-
point someone.
 Paris 
Geographical name Par·is \ˈ pa-rəs\
: a beautiful city where I spent six months on exchange.
: a city from which we have much to learn – their national identity is the 
strongest I have seen. Even in times of turmoil, i.e. attacks from ISIS, they insist 
on carrying on life as per normal to show the world their strength and unity.
Patience 
noun pa·tience \ˈ pā-shən(t)s\
: a word my parents often used when I was a child to tell me to behave and 
wait until I can get the toy that I have always wanted.
: a word I often tell my parents now whenever they ask me when it would be 
their turn to enjoy a treat from me when I got my first salary.
Popularity 
noun pop·u·lar·i·ty \ˌpä-pyə-ˈla-rə-tē\
: in primary or secondary school, I thought that the meaning of life was to be 
popular – to be the coolest or smartest kid around so that everyone would 
like me and want to be my friend.
: but popularity is fleeting. There are much better things to chase in life such 
as my passions and dreams. Popularity is just the icing on top.
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Privilege 
noun priv·i·lege \ˈ priv-lij, ˈpri-və-\
: realising that the very fact that I have been able to enter university, to have 
a roof over my head and also never having to worry about whether I would 
have food to eat.
Regret 
verb re·gret \ri-ˈgret\
: besides your age, the other thing that increases as the years go by.
: the best friend I lost in secondary school, the opportunities I missed and the 
words I never got to say. All of which would have changed the direction of my 
life and where I would be today.
Rejection 
noun re·jec·tion \ri-ˈ jek-shən\
: when I did well for O-Levels but still not good enough to get into the dream 
college I had wanted.
: when I realise that there was so much red tape, even though I was a repre-
sentative of the student body which was supposed to effect change for the 
benefit of the student population.
Religion 
noun re·li·gion \ri-ˈli-jən\
: a place of solace which keeps changing. Brought up in a Buddhist family 
and having entered a Christian secondary school, I soon converted my faith.
: but the more you know and grow, you begin to wonder if there really is a 
God? Is there even a true religion?
: I think I am becoming an atheist.
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Self–respect 
noun self–re·spect \-ri-ˈspekt\
: I have come to understand that this is one of the most important values in 
life. While many people preach about respecting others, they should also 
understand that putting themselves first is the priority.
: nobody can treat you like shit unless you let them.
Team 
noun \ˈ tēm\
: a group of people who are on my side on the basketball or floorball court.
: people whom life throws at you in school projects to teach you virtues such 
as patience, efficiency and responsibility.
Twilight 
noun twi·light \ˈ twī-ˌlīt\
: the time of the day when my brain goes into overdrive and reminds me of 
all the mistakes I have made in life.
: also, that the mindless book and movie franchise that everyone else will think 
of when you mention this word to them.
Youth 
|noun \ˈ yüth\
: the only period in your life where it is okay (physically and mentally) to pull 
an all-nighter and still be able to function the next day.
: it will also probably be one of the best times of my life in terms of the happi-
ness and freedom (from too much responsibilities).
PART TWO
MAKING SENSE OF LIFE –  
A WIDER PERSPECTIVE
“Write Anything”
Vince Tan
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This is my attempt at a handful of abstract questions. I have never felt more grounded as I struggle to internalise everything around me and pen my thoughts about metaphysical questions. So sit down, buckle 
your seat belts and try not to be amused by my musings.
What does it mean to be alive?
This is a real pickle, isn’t it? I mean I know I am a living thing – I move, inter-
act, evolve – and I am different from a monkey or an amoeba. Humans are a 
biological system and as we go deeper down the rabbit hole in search of the 
source of life – from a human to organs to tissues to cells – we question: which 
part of any of the above makes one alive? Science defines life as having a wall 
separated from the outside within which contains a primordial soup where 
all sorts of chemical reactions happen, and despite it being unable to think 
or feel on its own, it moves, interacts and evolves (and reproduces and dies).
There have been attempts to make a minimum cell by removing pieces 
of it until the cell no longer functions. I do not think this tells us much about 
what it takes to be alive though, unless we get to the core of the nucleus. Even 
a minimal cell with a complete nucleus has all the functions that we normally 
think of as necessary for life. On the other hand, we know that to continue living, 
a cell must have the correct DNA within its nucleus. One missing nucleotide 
and the entire organism will cease to function. This is a critical necessity for life.
The lesson we could take from this example is that life has to have instruc-
tions. There has to be some underlying component that can tell a living thing 
how to do all the things that it needs to do: reproducing, metabolising, respond-
ing, moving, and growing and developing. If I go with the selfish gene concept 
(and I am going to), then the purpose of life is to proliferate the environment 
with as many copies of itself as it can. The genes, the genetic information to 
create copies of itself and the ability to keep itself alive to make those copies 
are fundamental to being alive.
Could I then define life in two parts: the existence of genetic information 
(to operate and reproduce the organism) and the ability to maintain and/or 
propagate that information?
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What does it mean to be human?
Contiguous to the monkey and amoeba notion, we are different because we 
seemingly have some kind of unique conscience or soul. Anecdotally, there 
seems to be more to personhood besides being part of the same species 
because we can see people denying others their humanity. On a macro scale 
governments refuse to acknowledge existence of certain ethnic minorities. 
On a micro scale I deny another’s humanity when I see another as something 
less complex than myself. This idea was further explored and consequently 
reinforced in my group project, where I lived someone’s life to conclude that 
a person is more than reductive labels.
What is it about humans that makes us humans? Perhaps it is our capac-
ity to read, to write, or to appreciate art. Yet not all humans can – it is those 
who are unable to that are the most marginalised and oft needs to be most 
acknowledged. Our common definitions seem to exclude the poorest, sickest, 
and most oppressed. Consider the historic example of chattel slavery, where 
white Anglo-Americans denied people of different colour their humanity. 
Then fast forward to today, where besides a mind and a body, we need some 
kind of an ID of a particular citizenship to be treated humanely.
Perhaps to be human is to be capable of empathy, collaboration and 
hope? Not quite, as we observe such traits within the animal kingdom. Further 
contemplation leads me to this: humanity is something we confer upon each 
other through empathy and compassion and trust (trust because I give you 
the benefit of the doubt that you are a real human, not a hyper realistic simu-
lation of a person). It is only upon acknowledging each other’s humanity and 
consciousness that we can live better lives. As a side note, I am profoundly 
aware that to be alive is to suffer and in acknowledging others’ existence/suf-
fering, we can find solace in company as we are social creatures. As discussed 
in class, it is harder to arrive at a consensus for happiness but easier to agree 
on the definition of misery – so following this train of thought – we can work 
together to alleviate suffering.
In a nutshell, to be human is both something that we are and something 
we have to confer upon others. We cannot justify our own rights when we 
take away the rights of others based on our whims. Then again I might be 
wrong because to err is human.
I wish to devote a few sentences to write about Kant’s principle of humanity 
which has been fundamental in shaping this narrative. Tangent to the above 
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discussions, to confer humanity unto others is to uphold their autonomy 
(freedom of choice) and rationality (capacity to make reason). Additionally, he 
asserts that humans are composite beings with a body (inclinations) and mind 
(reason). And to be human is to suffer the conflict between both.
What is hope?
“We learn from history that which we do not learn from history.” 
 
— Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
Life is so beautiful; life is so hard. Given that to exist is to suffer, we come full 
circle to the question of suicide. I would admit I am rather jaded about the 
future for a 25 year old. Previous iterations of humanity have always been a 
frog leap of sorts – two steps forward, one step back.
Up to this point in time, all major civilisations have collapsed under their 
own weight. This time around? Arguably humanity has never been more 
cooperative or inter-connected or empathetic. Technology has progressed 
to the point where we can feed ourselves more than adequately, extend life 
and eradicate epidemics, but at the same time we have gained the ability to 
nuke humanity off the planet and at the pace climate change is happening, it 
is going to be too late before anyone with sufficient power cares. All organised 
systems eventually succumb to their own entropy.
No, it is not as fine as people think it is. There has never been a more 
urgent but understated crisis and while the feedback is not yet crippling, it 
is not slowing down either. We are already one degree Celsius above prein-
dustrial temperatures and there is another half a degree baked in. The west 
Antarctic ice sheet is collapsing, Greenland is melting, permafrost across the 
world is liquefying, and methane has been detected leaking from sea floors 
and Siberian craters. Bees are dying. The world as we know it might not end 
within our lifetime, but it definitely could within our children’s.
The lack of care about this from politicians and the lack of coverage about 
how truly important it is to protect the planet (though really, the planet would 
be fine, we should be protecting ourselves) scares the bejesus out of me. Kicking 
the can down the road with half-measures like recycling will leave an Earth 
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that is nothing like this one to future generations. There is little reason to hope 
that we will be able to slow global warming before we pass a tipping point.
As I do my tiny bit to save the environment each day, the idea of beget-
ting children grows less appealing but I still have a couple of years to change 
my mind.
The jadedness inside me imagines this future: the world slides into hate-filled, 
bloody havoc, like the last act of a particularly ugly Shakespearean tragedy.
Meanwhile… what is the meaning of (my) life?
The pointlessness of it. The scriptedness of it. We make countless inane deci-
sions throughout our lives. And yet only a handful truly matters. It is all the 
more ironic considering the single biggest determinant was the one that was 
beyond our choice: the family we were born into. Life is almost deterministic 
(perhaps with some drift, to borrow elements of Brownian Motion) once the 
starting point has been established at t=0.
At some point I have paused to ask myself why I am doing A or B or C, and 
the best I could manage was: it is because it was expected of me. We know 
how the story goes – finish formal education, get a stable job, find a partner, 
settle down, beget children, retire (preferably with enough to leave a legacy), 
live out the remainder of my life, etc. Sometimes it feels like someone is mak-
ing these decisions for me and I cannot argue against them since this is the 
tried and proven method. As much as I would love to deviate and make my 
own mistakes so that I can call this life my own – note the teenage angst here 
– there are certain responsibilities and duties one must fulfil.
1. To be a positive member of society
“A nation’s greatness is measured by how it treats its weakest members.” 
— Mahatma Ghandi
Having been given a privileged life (so far), I ought to give back to those who were 
given the shorter end of the stick. A feature of Singapore’s policy of trickle-down 
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meritocracy is that it marginalises those who have been weighed, measured 
and found wanting. The government, being cognizant of this, actively addresses 
this disproportionate distribution of the pie but what does it say about the 
rest of us if we stand on the side-lines and pat ourselves on our own back. 
Trickle-down meritocracy is not without flaws but it is a system that produces 
the most utilitarian outcome, and it can be made better if we take it upon 
ourselves to redistribute the pie.
2. To be a contributing member of the human race
“I would never die for my beliefs because I might be wrong.”  
— Bertrand Russell
I have got some of the best, most updated genetic material of the smartest 
species on Earth and if humanity is meant to spread its wings throughout the 
galaxy then I owe it to our future to pass the torch – if humanity has not ruined 
the planet before we get there.
3. To be a responsible child to my parents
To the folks that brought me up and changed my diapers, I would like to think 
that I would not be the worst sort of schmuck that leaves them, especially 
when their health does. Life has all kinds of bad surprises and curve balls yet 
in the midst of it, unconditional love is the constant that I can lean on – like 
the North Star to the lost. Like how my parents were always there for me, I 
ought to/want to be that for them.
Relationships are messy but they give life meaning. As much as we like it 
clean and easy, that is exactly what a relationship should not be. But for all 
those things that it is not, a good relationship engenders warmth, memories, 
support, mutual trust, belonging and love.
My Spice Blend
Brenda Yung
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Introduction
I am an avid fan of cooking, and my love for spices developed at a young age. Throughout my 16 years as a student, I have tasted many spices, experi-mented with many recipes and learnt from some of the best spice mixers. 
The knowledge I have gained from these years coupled with the encounters I 
have had, led me to create this spice blend. This recipe represents the experi-
ences I have amassed, as well as my journey as a student.
Salt and pepper
The most basic spices in any blend. In my 16 years, there were so many points at 
which life seemed ordinary. Being able to go to school, always having enough 
to spend, waking up every morning under a roof, having someone to love and 
having someone love me back. These are the most mundane and insignificant 
occurrences in my daily life. Yet, these are the things that keep me going every 
single day. Without these occurrences, I would not have been able to achieve 
what I have today. However, like how we overlook the importance of salt and 
pepper in a spice blend, we tend to neglect the things that seem insignificant. 
Never neglect even the smallest and most insignificant of occurrences 
and situations.
Garlic powder
Many despise the taste and smell of garlic, and I am no exception. However, 
I recognise that this bulb is needed for the blend to be balanced. Therefore, 
despite how much I dislike garlic, I will choose to include it into this spice blend 
of mine. In life, there are situations, people and responsibilities that seem 
unpleasant. We instinctively choose to avoid or ignore them even though 
we concede that they are necessary to achieve our goals in life. Meeting new 
people, learning a new skill, getting out of our comfort zones – these represent 
situations that are uncomfortable but mandatory. 
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Choose to embrace situations and people, even when they annoy you. 
You will never know the surprises they may bring.
Lemon zest
The spice that livens the blend, adding zing and freshness. The peel of a Lemon 
brings about discrete flavours of the fruit and enhances the character of the 
other spices in the blend. Through the 16 years of education, I am blessed to 
have had many exciting encounters and experiences. These encounters and 
experiences made life much more interesting and provided enriching learn-
ing opportunities. The chance to be part of BSM Germany 2015 was one such 
experience. It was the longest time I had ever been away from my family. The 
unfamiliarity both exhilarated and terrified me. Throughout the entire jour-
ney, I was constantly experimenting and my feet were never on solid ground. 
I could never justify with full resolute that I was doing things right. But this 
uncertainty and the consistent need to learn made this experience so much 
more memorable. 
Seek out exciting experiences and do not shy away from them.
Smoked paprika
Paprika brings colour to this spice blend. The sweetness and smokiness of 
the paprika elevates the flavours of this spice blend, giving it depth and body. 
Paprika constitutes the personality of this unique blend. Like how paprika gives 
character to this spice blend, who I am as a person, my personality, preferences, 
dislikes – all contribute to how I view and react to the world around me. I am 
nothing without my identity. As I searched throughout the 16 years, I found 
that the only constant identity I had was in Christ, the rest were fleeting at best. 
I tried so hard to find myself in this world that advocates conformity and many 
times, I was tempted to fold my arms. I am thankful I did not as the joy and 
satisfaction that came when I found the answer were worth every tear shed. 
The confusion I felt, the tension within myself, the frustration of not knowing, 
these were all worth the pain. I found ME. 
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Keep searching, keep asking, and keep pursuing. You will never regret 
this decision, to persevere in finding yourself.
Thyme 
The dry aroma and the subtle hint of mint found in thyme makes this spice a 
perfect complement to the strong flavour of paprika. The other flavours present 
in the blend might at times mask the beautiful aroma of thyme. Similarly, the 
concept of time inevitably becomes veiled by the many happenings around 
us. Time is finite but we do not take notice of it. We assume time would always 
be around, we become complacent. Many of my regrets in these 16 years 
centred around my attitude towards time. I was conceited and thought I had 
more time. I missed the opportune time to act and once time passed, it never 
returned. So much more could have been done, if not for my procrastination. 
Time is free, but it is priceless. Once you have lost it, you can never get 
it back. 
Coriander 
This seemingly ordinary spice is deceptively unassuming, sure and fairly subtle 
but no spice blend would be complete without it. Coriander is a stable com-
ponent in nearly all spice blends and its versatility makes it one of the most 
popular spices. Relationship are synonymous to the function of coriander in 
a spice blend. Family and friends are always there regardless of the situation. 
They take on a myriad of roles depending on the circumstance. Even though 
they are fundamental to our well-being, we sometimes neglect their presence 
in our lives. The people whom you call your loved ones will never leave and 
even though they are deceptively unassuming, they will not fail you when 
needed. I trust my family and my friends, regardless. 
We do not meet people by accident, we are meant to cross paths for 
a reason. 
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Sumac
This might be a difficult spice to get hold off as most grocers do not carry it. 
Sumac originated from the Middle East and the berry is frequently used in 
powder form. Sumac carries a tart flavour with a refreshing complexity. The 
spice has a distinct taste and some might find it rather peculiar. Therefore, 
even if one is fond of Sumac, one might still not enjoy it. In a similar vein, we 
all have our preferences in life. Everyone has different beliefs and no one 
experience is identical to another. I chose to put my faith in the God of the 
Bible. At 23, I can no longer deny this truth in my life. Many might not share 
the same sentiments as I. Some might be struggling to find their path. As we 
all struggle to find meaning, we often find ourselves overwhelmed with a 
tension that cannot be resolved. The need to know the truth and the fact that 
the truth cannot be proven deterministically. When faced with such tension 
within us, it is always easier to ignore it, and doing anything else would result 
in pain. This last spice is the hardest to procure, it requires hard work and the 
tenacity to keep pushing forward. I found my answer; have you found yours?
Conclusion
As I come to the end of this recipe, I recollect the first day I stepped through 
the gates of my primary school. The many years of formal education took a 
lot from me, but in return, I gained many memorable life experiences and 
relationships that would not have been otherwise possible. I thank God for the 
opportunity to share such experiences and for all the spice mixers (teachers, 
mentors, professors) who gave me knowledge. Not forgetting my family and 
friends who stood by me through my trials and tribulations. If you asked me 
whether these 16 years were easy, it would be a resounding “no”. Ask me if I 
would do it all over, it would be a resounding “yes”. 
 

As Told by Me, 
As Seen by Her
Anonymous 
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What better way to round off the last phase of my formal education, 
than to look back at key milestones and events in the last 13 fleeting 
years of my student life.
Recalling the times as an adolescent has evoked strong feelings of nos-
talgia and perhaps regret, but that isn’t the point of this book.
In my writing, I attempt to see through a different lens so as to under-
stand the impact that my actions had on the people whose positions I 
failed to consider – my parents.
So let me open my heart and pick up my pen as I relive my memories 
and reflect…
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I began drifting apart from my parents when I was 15. It was a period 
of resentment where I performed poorly in school and frequently had 
heated arguments about my results with my mother. Most of the time, 
it would all end with her crying in the kitchen. For a 15 year old, this 
was emotionally draining and immensely tiring.
To me, my house didn’t feel like a home.
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How I saw it 
How I believe my mother saw it
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Secondary school
The world seemed to have turned against me
It was about seven months to the O-Level examinations and I was still 
failing my Math examinations. I knew very well that my mother was 
going to get angry and emotional again. It really didn’t help that she 
was suffering from depression. If only sis hadn’t left to study abroad, she 
could have helped to talk her around. I tried really hard, I really did, but I 
couldn’t take all the yelling and crying any more. I hated it so much.
Only a few more months to the O-Levels and he’s still failing. I’m so wor-
ried about him. What if he can’t do well enough to get into a good junior 
college? Then he’s bound to struggle with getting into university and 
probably getting a good job in the future as well. I’ve been through that 
life, and I don’t want him to experience that kind of hardship. I really 
need to push him to do better to secure a bright future. His sister has 
already confirmed a spot in medical school, and I want to see both of my 
children succeed. I’m so worried. I need to help him…
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One day, my English teacher called me out to have a word about an 
essay I wrote regarding the topic “Should suicide be condoned?”. She 
shared that my views about how suicide is a natural mechanism to weed 
out the weaker members of society, as likened to natural selection in the
animal kingdom, was one that was extremely disturbing. 
Out of worry, she asked if everything was alright. I didn’t get a grade for 
that essay, but I was satisfied with the comment at the end which read; 
Disturbing points but good writing style. 
*My mother didn’t know about this
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Through the months of emotionally-charged clashes at home, and the 
constant struggle in school to pull my grades up, I began to care less and 
less about the people around me. I didn’t care about how they felt, nor 
for their well-being. 
I sincerely believed that if someone died, they would be free from the 
troubles of this world and that it would be a blessing. Bit by bit, I became 
a recluse, and in some sense, I lost myself. 
Something is wrong. He doesn’t talk to me anymore, he doesn’t smile, he 
doesn’t share anything about his life. 
What is going on? Is it just a phase? I hope it’s just a phase. I want to 
help him, but I’m sure we will get into another fight. Maybe I should just 
leave him alone. 
I wish I knew what was going on. I wish I knew how to help.
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The last month leading up to the big O’s were peaceful. All I did was 
imprison myself in my room to hit my books. 
With a daily study schedule from 10am to 5am, I only saw my parents for 
a brief 30 minutes during dinner time before I went back into my room to 
overcome the malicious concepts of Relative Velocity and the wickedness 
of tan2θ+ 1 = sec2θ. 
Only one more month to the national exams. I’m happy that he is work-
ing very hard, but I don’t want his health to suffer. I woke up last night 
at 3 am and I saw that the light in his room was still on. I’m worried 
about him. What if he burns out? 
I should prepare some herbal tonic for him tomorrow so that he can 
focus better for his revision.
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It was the morning of my first paper of the O-Levels. Overwhelmed with 
fatigue, I drew whatever mental strength I had left to open my eyes. 
Motivating myself with the thought that this was the start of the end of 
this arduous stage of my life, I got out of bed at 6:30am and got ready to 
make my way to school when I was pleasantly greeted with a sumptuous 
breakfast of sausages and eggs, toast, and a cup of hot coffee. 
I didn’t think much about it then, but there was this faint feeling of 
appreciation for my mother who woke up at 5 am to prepare this meal 
for me.
Today is such an important day. I hope that he is well prepared for the 
paper. 
If I could study in his place and take the paper for him, I would. 
But the reality is that I can’t so all I can do is prepare a good breakfast 
so that he has the energy for the exam later. I pray that god blesses him 
with the wisdom to do well. 
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Day after day, the sumptuous spread which I took for granted appeared 
on the table. It was as if it was a task that was expected of my mother.
180 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
Then came the last day of the O-Levels. I remembered being so anxious 
to finish the paper that I struggled to legibly write the last sentence of my 
essay, resulting in a series of ugly strikeouts and cancellations – as if they 
were an abstract reflection of the build up of negative emotions from 
this ordeal. 
As soon as the paper ended, I grabbed my bag and darted out of the 
exam hall to celebrate my freedom with a round of movies and cyber 
gaming with my friends. 
It did not occur to me that I should be catching up with my parents now 
that I had time to spare. 
*Looking at the time* 
He should have finished his last paper by now, maybe I should prepare 
some of his favourite dishes for dinner to celebrate. 
Oh… he just called to say he will not be coming home for dinner. I guess 
it’s alright, he should go and enjoy himself. He’s worked so hard for the 
past few months. Maybe we can have dinner as a family tomorrow…
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It was the day when the O-Level results were released. I slowly opened 
the flimsy slip of paper which decided my fate for the next two years. 
B3 B3 B3 B3 B3 B3 B3 
I was speechless, disappointed and angry. Was my hard work not 
enough? What did I do wrong? 
As if a flood had come and destroyed my world, I got home, climbed into 
bed and sank into a state of anguish and self-pity. I felt that my life was 
over; no junior college would accept me with those grades. 
In a situation like this, my mother would typically be enraged, but this 
time she wasn’t. I braced myself for an argument that did not hap-
pen. Instead, she tried to console me even though I knew that she was 
extremely disappointed.
*Door opens and closes*.
You’re back! How did you do? … wait, what happened?
 Why are you … 
-
Oh dear, it seems that things did not turn out well. I know that he has 
tried his best and I can’t blame him for his results. I feel that it’s so 
unfortunate that his hard work didn’t pay off. It really breaks my heart. 
I’ll go tell him that it’s alright, and that it isn’t the end of the world. We’ll 
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figure something out. 
Hopefully.
I was resigned and ready to accept an offer to pursue a course in design 
in Polytechnic because of my interest in creative work and design.
However, my parents insisted that I appealed for a place in a low-tier 
junior college using my musical skills acquired from the four years in 
concert band as they were unsure if design was really what I wanted.
Looking back, perhaps it was a good thing I didn’t go down that path, 
as I now know that my passion lies in marketing and branding… but 
who knows.
In the end I was lucky enough to get accepted into a junior college and 
the story continues… 
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Junior college
Life is all about getting back on your feet right?
Because I got in to the junior college through an appeal process, I started 
the year late, which meant that I missed classes and had quite a bit to 
catch up on. It also didn’t help that because of my commitment to the 
symphonic band, I was obliged to participate in the Biennial Singapore 
Youth Festival central judging for concert bands. Band practices took up 
a lot of time with four sessions a week lasting up to four hours each. I was 
so tired after each rehearsal that I didn’t have time to do my homework 
or readings for classes the following day. 
Concurrently, my mother had stopped breathing down my neck, and I 
was somewhat content with my life. 
The poor boy is always so tired after school. I hope that he is finding time 
to study. 
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He was lucky to get a place in this school and I know that there won’t 
be any second chances if he doesn’t do well, but I have faith that he has 
grown to become more sensible. 
The syllabus was so challenging that every class felt like an assault on my 
confidence. Then came the exams, where I failed at math once again. My 
only respite was the band room where I could pick up my instrument and 
practice away in a hidden corner in school, pretending that everything 
would be alright. 
As classes got tougher, I began retreating deeper into the one thing that I 
was good at in school – my CCA. I gained affirmation from the conductor 
for my skills and commitment, and was appointed to the executive com-
mittee. I was so happy that for once in my life, I succeeded at something.
I hope that my mother would be proud of me.
 She wasn’t.
What’s the point of becoming part of the executive committee of the 
Symphonic band if he can’t even handle his studies? It’s going to take up 
a lot of time, and that can only mean that he will have less time to study. 
Why does he always have to make me worry? Why can’t he be more 
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sensible? 
At the end of the first year, my results were so dire that I didn’t meet the 
grades to move onto the second year. I was distraught. It felt just like the 
day when I received my O-Level exam results. To add insult to injury, I was 
removed from the executive committee of the symphonic band. 
I knew well that my mother wouldn’t be able to take the news that I had 
failed to be promoted. It was petrifying to think of what I had to face 
when I got back home.
Fearfully, I conveyed the bad news to my mother, only to be yelled at and 
be called “useless”. “Why can’t you be more like Jie Jie” she said as she 
shouted and sobbed in disappointment. Feeling as though I’ve let her 
and myself down, I retreated back to my room and cried myself to sleep. 
When will this boy learn? I thought that I could trust him to be sensible 
enough to prioritise his studies, but he has shown that he can’t. I’m so 
tired of this happening time and time again. What should I do now? 
Should I send him to Australia to pursue Foundation Studies so that he 
has a chance of getting admitted into an Australian university? I am 
willing to use my life savings to fund that, but I can’t trust that he would 
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be serious about doing well there either. 
I am willing to drop my job and everything here to accompany him over 
there. I want to give both my children equal opportunities.
After that day, I was determined to bounce back from this failure. I 
decided to repeat the year in junior college as it didn’t feel right to 
use up my mother’s hard-earned savings overseas because of my own 
failure. 
Taking a leap of faith, I switched to the Arts stream which was more 
humanities-based, and opted to pursue literature which I had never 
done before. 
It was a fresh start, a clean slate, a second chance. 
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The transition was tough during my first year in the Arts stream, as 
everyone else had prior knowledge of the jargon and techniques used in 
English literature 
– alliteration, onomatopoeia, iambic pentameter? 
I was clueless. 
I didn’t perform spectacularly that year, and was beginning to doubt my 
choice. Perhaps I was just dull. 
Day after day, my mother nagged at me incessantly to study harder and 
she never failed to remind me about what happened the previous year. 
She wasn’t helping by constantly breathing down my neck and it really 
annoyed me. She had to understand that I was really trying.
It’s been a year. I’ve let him choose the subjects he wanted, but he still 
has nothing to show for it. I’m really losing faith here. What if he really 
can’t make it? I should have just sent him to Australia.
188 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
But… if I say anything more to him now, he will get mad and we will get 
into another argument. I don’t know what to do anymore.
In the second year, I found my footing and began to be more aggressive 
with my revision as the A-Level exams inched closer. Procuring Meridian 
Junior College’s notes for Economics, and Raffles Junior College’s notes 
for Literature and General Paper, I started to absorb knowledge like a 
dehydrated sponge. 
At long last, I reaped the fruits of my labour with excellent grades during 
the prelims – topping the level for two subjects including Literature.
It was a good feeling to have, but I was still unsure if I was ready as the 
A-Levels were graded on a curve and I, from a lowly neighbourhood col-
lege, was competing with students from branded schools. 
I’m relieved that it’s working out. I believe that if he keeps this up, the 
A-Levels won’t be a problem. He just has to tell me what he needs, and I 
will do whatever I can to help. It’s the last stretch, I believe in him.
If only he is willing to rely more on me, then perhaps he need not carry 
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the full weight on his shoulders. I feel as though we’ve grown too apart. 
We don’t even talk anymore…
The day the A-Level results were released, I was merely hoping to attain 
the grades of “A,B,C” for my core subjects so that I could enter a local 
university. Considering that only 30% of the students from my school 
make the grade each year, I didn’t have high hopes. 
To my delight, I managed to achieve five A’s. The immense joy and 
relief that I experienced then still puts a smile on my face whenever I 
recalled that moment. A moment which opened the doors to a bright 
future, a future with choices. 
Yes, it was not a dream, and my hard work had finally paid off. 
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Two years in the army
Confined but liberated
Unlike most guys, I was actually excited to enlist into the army. To me, it 
was an escape from my parents. Ironically, it was liberating to be away 
from their possessive parenting which was extremely suffocating.
Somehow, I made it into Officer Cadet School (OCS) and had really short 
book-outs lasting less than 24 hours. Training in OCS was so gruelling 
and tough that I only thought of going home to sleep once the week 
ended, and then catching up with friends with whatever time was left. It 
did not occur to me that I should be spending more time with my parents.
I thought that I would get to see him more after he finished his A-Levels, 
but I was wrong. He spends most of his time in camp, and on weekends, 
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he’s always out with friends. Does he not care about us anymore? 
Many times when I tried to plan a family outing, he would reply that he 
is too tired or that he has other plans. Where is my place in his life? His 
sister is abroad and he doesn’t want to spend time with me. The house 
feels empty and quiet. 
I barely spent any time with my parents during that two-year period. It 
was as though I did not need them in my life anymore. 
At that point in time, this was my definition of independence. 
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University
I was really excited to start living the life as a university student. It was a 
time to seek new experiences and know myself better. With that in mind, 
I decided to pick up a new sport as I still had the desire for adventure 
from my army days. 
However, I was exasperated when my mum did not approve of my deci-
sion, and she forbade me to sign up for the introductory certification 
course because of “safety concerns”. I argued on the premise that I had 
been through a nine-day survival course in the army before, with only 
two days of rations, trekking through the dense mountains, jumping off 
cliffs and swimming through rivers, and that sports was definitely much 
safer than that! But she did not yield.
I was extremely frustrated, and wondered why she could not be more 
understanding like other parents. 
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Why does he want to pursue such a dangerous sport? Aren’t there other 
safer choices like handball or Judo? 
I’m really not comfortable with him pursuing this. I really cannot take 
the risk of something bad happening to him. I cannot and will not agree 
to his request. 
The following semester, I secretly signed up and joined the school’s com-
petitive team. 
I couldn’t keep this a secret for long and eventually, my mother found out. 
She was visibly upset that I had betrayed her trust, but deep inside, I knew 
I had made the right decision, and I knew very well that I would have 
regretted if I had not done so.
If not now, then when? I’m no longer the little boy whom she had to 
worry about. I’m old enough to make my own choices. I want to try new 
things and live my life. I don’t want to let the fear or uncertainty hold me 
back.
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So it seems that he doesn’t care about what I think. 
Even after so many years of care and concern I have shown him, what I 
say or how I feel doesn’t matter anymore. Maybe, he doesn’t need me in 
his life. 
In my second year, things got pretty rough at home. 
My mum and dad began to fight more and more often, and it felt like 
my family was going to fall apart. I started to stay in school till midnight 
everyday only arriving home at around 1am, just to avoid my parents 
and whatever drama that would ensue. 
However, every time I opened the door, I would see my parents asleep 
on the couch with the TV on, waiting to see if I had reached home safely 
before they turned in for the night. For that, I felt bad, as they had to 
wake up early for work the next morning. 
He must be busy in school, working on his many projects and assign-
ments. I wonder if he managed to get on the last bus.
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It’s already so late, why isn’t he home? I offered to pick him up from 
school but he refused. Did something happen to him? Why didn’t he 
answer his phone? I hope he’s ok.
Oh thank God, he’s back. Hope he has had his dinner. 
In my third year, I applied for an international exchange program to an 
ex-Soviet country because I was attracted to how exotic and unfamiliar 
it was. 
Once again, my mother was opposed to the idea and said that it was too 
dangerous. Deep inside, I knew that the main reason for my choice was 
to pressure her into accepting that she can’t always be that protective of 
me and that she should let go of her reins because I will continue to seek 
such experiences regardless of her consent. 
From my standpoint, I was receiving grants from IE Singapore to fund 
my exchange, and since I wasn’t taking a single cent from my parents, 
it made me feel independent and self-reliant. Thus, I didn’t need their 
approval.
Ultimately, I went ahead and confirmed my placing for the following 
semester, raising tensions in the house and spurring arguments over the 
smallest things. I couldn’t wait to leave the country and be away from all 
these conflicts. It would be six amazing months of peace.
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Why must he always do this to me. He knows that I don’t like him doing 
dangerous things, but he still does it to spite me. 
This boy has been making me worry ever since he was young, and it 
hasn’t changed even now that he’s all grown up. 
I can’t do anything to stop him, so I can only pray for his safety.
One year later, here I am writing the last piece of work which stands 
between me and graduation. An appropriate reflection of the life I 
know best. The life of a student and the life as an ungrateful son. 
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Through this end note of my education journey, I have vulnerably put 
myself in the shoes of my mother, whose feelings I have neglected for 
the longest time, only to realise the extent to which my selfish and self-
entitled ways have put her through many gruelling episodes of heart-
break, frustration, disappointment and worry from which her health 
problems have emanated.
In my pursuit for academic achievement and personal development, I 
have attributed my successes only to myself and have in the process, 
lost sight of the person who has always stood by when I was at my 
lowest. 
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Shrouded in feelings of guilt and regret, there is nothing more to do, 
than to use these emotions as a compass to direct my future actions – 
to make up for my misdeeds.
Having already secured my dream job at an MNC with a respectable 
remuneration, it is indeed time for my parents to relax and take the 
passenger seat as I reciprocate their unconditional love in the years to 
come. 
On 13 July 2016,
I will walk proudly onto the stage, dressed in my black gown and mortar 
board to receive my scroll, firmly believing that I have truly done my 
parents proud. I have paved a road for my future which I am more than 
satisfied with, and I cannot wait to embark on the next chapter of my 
life… as a family. 
This time, I’m going to do it right. 

Thanks for everything you’ve done. I love you mum. 
Perhaps he is now able to see what I have always seen.
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Being and Becoming
Favian Wong
To my mother, whom
I will always love and adore.
Preface
While the impetus for this work stemmed from the obligation to submit a college assignment, I have decided to turn this require-ment into a formal piece of writing akin to that of a short book– 
something my four-year old self wanted to achieve and my 27-year old self 
would not find the time or motivation for.
This piece, originally titled ‘Who I was, who I am, and who I want to be’ 
describes me and my life in the past, the present and what I perceive could 
be the future. To relive my childhood dream of being a writer of poems and 
stories, each of the above phases of my life will be told through haikus and 
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prose. In crafting this essay I thought it would be vulgar to include colourful 
images that overload the senses and imagination. I will instead let words tell 
the story and my haikus paint the picture.
My Youth
A battered rickshaw
The warm wind tickles my face
A rocky ride home
Saturday mornings of my early years were often spent accompanying my 
mother to the wet market. To this day I can recall those memories so vividly – the 
bustling of the market, the chirping of the pigeons, and the warm sunbeams. 
However, what I looked most forward to were the rickshaw rides, and I would 
hold my mother’s hand for fear of falling off while enjoying the bumpy ride 
through the neighbourhood.
In my growing years, my parents did not expect much of me academically. 
But my mother demanded from me a constant vigilance for showing good 
manners and respect for others. Looking back, I see that this single rule has 
largely shaped the person I have grown up to be. As a young child I was highly 
sensitive to the emotions and feelings of others, often to the point of great 
anxiety. I avoided conflicts and was obedient to instruction and authority. 
Ironically, despite the lack of emphasis on academic performance from my 
parents, I did well academically in primary school, and secured a place in the 
top secondary school in Singapore, namely, Raffles Institution.
At this point let me paint you the image of who I was: a short and bespecta-
cled boy, timid and shy, yet somehow popular among friends, and academically 
brilliant. Life for me seemed perfect, and I had no desire beyond watching 
cartoon programmes on television after completing my homework for the week.
Losing my will to live
The dark cold night sky
A star flickers and resists
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Darkness once again
The haiku resonates with both my hobby of star-gazing and my fall into despair. 
As I grew older, the books I took interest in changed from fiction to science and 
philosophy. I became fascinated by the ideas of Charles Darwin and Friedrich 
Nietzche. Reading them exposed me to scientific theories and philosophical 
thoughts contrary to the basic tenets of the Roman Catholic faith in which I 
had been brought up.
I began to question the veracity of the Roman Catholic teachings. As my 
interest in science and philosophy grew, I concluded that no God exists and 
that my own existence was doomed.
This change of thinking may seem like a commonplace occurrence. To a 16 
year old, such a realisation was devastating. I felt that life was meaningless. I 
lost my will to live. I feared death so much that I suffered severe panic attacks 
every few days. I was diagnosed with clinical anxiety and depression and put 
on medications which I still take to this day. Needless to say, my grades suffered 
and after junior college, I did not attend university. I felt my life was pointless.
This period of my life was by far the most hellish. I recall the sadness in my 
parents’ eyes as they saw me change from the well-mannered, shy boy who 
did well in school, to the lifeless soul without a will to live.
A second chance to live
Boisterous students
An old wizened man enters
The class quietens
I spent two years of my life at home every day after junior college. I spent 
my time not only mulling on the futility of life, but also at finding a way to 
reconcile the temporality of it. Thankfully and eventually, I reached a position 
that I could reconcile with.
I am a soft-determinist and I believe that to a certain extent, many events 
in life are already pre-determined through a complex web of cause and effect 
chains – what I term “scientific fate”. What was curious about this position is 
that it meant that I was pre-determined to end up leading such a life of despair. 
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Yet, if I led a life of motivation, meaning and happiness, it would have been 
equally pre-determined to be so. This may seem trivial, but for me, it was what 
allowed me to escape the trenches I was trapped in. I wanted to have been 
pre-determined or “fated” to live a full and meaningful life.
I eventually went to university and I worked hard. I met many friends and 
professors that added a lot more colour to my previously monochromatic 
life. I found my dream job in the financial trading industry. But more impor-
tantly, I found another a greater goal that drives me: the pursuit of excellence. 
Constantly improving myself and outdoing others through healthy competi-
tion gives me satisfaction that I cannot express in mere words, and moving 
forward, this will shape the meaning I derive from my work and my career.
My vision of the end
Freckled wrinkled skin
A frail, shaky voice but a
Warm familiar smile
This haiku captures how I view my parents, the two most important people in 
my life. They are the people who were always there for me, especially when 
I was at my lowest in life. My mother is manager of an SME; she is a short, 
energetic lady and a do-er. My father is a taxi-driver; he is quite the opposite, 
relaxed and abstract, but equally short.
Despite my previous embrace of a pre-deterministic position to lead a 
meaningful life and satisfy my thirst for excellence, I know deeply that I derive 
much of my happiness from knowing that my parents too are happy.
My parents often joke about the day when they can retire and live a com-
fortable life with me as the provider. In fact, it is something I equally wish for. 
I have always envisioned the day when I could take my parents out for nice 
meals and trips, and give them the opportunity to experience things they 
never had the chance to.
My vision of the end may comprise career success, meaningful friendships 
and constant self-improvement. But nothing is more critical to me than mak-
ing sure my parents are happy and living in comfort.
The haiku I share here reflects my vision of the end. As my parents age, 

they will still have a smile on their faces. For me nothing else mat-
ters as much 
Concluding thoughts
In the preface I mentioned that my audience comprises family, friends 
and mentors. However, I might have left out the most important 
person: myself. While penning this piece I had the serendipitous 
epiphany that in some warped sense, I have preserved my current 
27-year-old self in writing, his words and thoughts captured at a 
moment in time.
So perhaps, 30 years from now, as the 57-year-old me picks up this 
writing and reads it, he would be able to have a conversation with 
me, and he would be able to share my recollections and reflections.
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As I Watch Them Age
Chan Yi Ping Rochelle 
I peeked and saw him smiling down at me… Quickly, I closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep. I felt his big, strong arms scoop me up from the sofa and, before I knew it, I was in bed, all tucked in.
He knew, right? He knew I was pretending to be asleep so he would carry 
me to bed? I am sure he did. That was my dad for you. Always strong, intel-
ligent and protective. I do not know how he does it, but he just takes care of 
things. And my mom? You mean my “Number One fan”? She is never far. She 
would run over when I fell, prepare a glass of ice-cold milk for me before I 
headed to school, and return back to bed. Even when she was not at home, 
you could feel her around – lunch prepared, just waiting to be heated on the 
stove. She always went the extra mile without hesitation, to make my life just 
a little brighter, just a little better.
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They could do everything. They could write a cheque, pay the bills, check 
out a mysterious mole on my back and tell me everything was okay. Dad, 
with his eloquence and intelligence, could write my report for me (it is our 
little secret; “Let’s fight the system!” he always used to say). Mom always had 
a way with getting rid of the flying cockroaches while I screamed and flailed 
my arms frantically. Secretly, I think she was afraid of them too. Who isn’t? But 
she was the mom so it was her job. But suddenly, now I am the one correcting 
my dad’s grammar. And flushing dead insects down the drain. I too know how 
to write a cheque now! Better yet, I know how to do bank transfers online and 
they do not! What is this?!
Watching them age is like going through puberty all over again. Except 
the roles are reversed. I see their hair thinning, and little dark spots appearing 
on their arms. I think those are called “age spots”. I am not sure. I am not sure 
I even want to admit it. I help them carry the heavier bags of groceries. I see 
the lines on their faces deepen.
All these years of growing up, they were always frozen in age, in a younger 
version of themselves. Young. Powerful. Strong. They were the strongest people 
I knew. It took me by surprise how they have aged. Of course, all these years 
I knew they were getting older but in the hustle and bustle of growing up, I 
have simply failed to notice that my parents were also getting frail… and it 
terrifies me.
Parents and mortality are not two things I feel comfortable grouping 
together. In my world, they are eternal. It is heart-breaking and absolutely 
crippling to confront the reality that they will not be around forever.
But the best part of recognising that we will all return to dust is being able 
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to see them as who they truly are. To experience them as themselves. Maybe it 
is my parents’ way of reliving their youth, but every so often we find ourselves 
in a nice bar, grabbing a beer while listening to a live band. They gossip about 
the neighbours and tell me about their day at work. In those moments, they 
are their own person. Not the superhuman that I used to think they were, nor 
the authoritative figure in my life. But perfectly flawed, and only human. 
Denial is dangerous and tempting when it comes to dealing with aging. But 
once we start to recognise and acknowledge that it is part of life, the time to 
appreciate them fully comes. It is only with acceptance will we truly appreciate 
the moments we have left, and not take them for granted. 
I count myself extremely lucky. My parents are in their early sixties and 
have their health (largely) intact. I have great memories with my family, and 
still years ahead to make the moments count. Not many can say the same. I 
plan to be present in our relationship. I plan to hear about their childhood and 
I want them to recount the times I made them laugh as a child. Those memo-
ries always seem to bring out the crinkle in their eyes. Above all else, I want 
them to know that I love them so much that even words fail me; so that if the 
time ever comes that memories slip past them like water through the cracks, 
I hope that at least the memory of my sister and I will always be ingrained in 
the recesses of their mind. 
The time has not yet come (and I hope and pray it never will). But it will soon 
be my turn to keep them safe. I know I will never be able to do it half as well 
as they did, but I will try. And I will try every day until they go into the night.
“Do not stand at my grave and weep 
I am not there; I do not sleep. 
I am a thousand winds that blow, 
I am the diamond glint on snow, 
I am the sun on ripened grain, 
I am the gentle autumn rain. 
When you awaken in the morning’s hush, 
I am the swift uplifting rush 
Of quiet birds in circled flight. 
I am the soft stars that shine at night. 
Do not stand at my grave and cry, 
I am not there; I did not die.” 
- Mary Elizabeth Frye, 1932
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Life, Death and Life Again
Vani Shriya
An exploration into my relationship with my best friend who commit-ted suicide three years ago, focusing on the period after his death. It has been written as a collection of poems in chronological diary entry 
format centring around ‘D-Day’, the day of his death.
T -Minus 5 Years, 3 Months and 23 Days
Stairway To Heaven
I’m perched on the Stairway to Heaven
Legs folded under me
Fingers picking absently at a sandwich
Focusing on the cadence of your voice 
That peculiar half-drawl, half-stutter 
I hear a laugh beside me.
This isn’t a metaphor for anything, not yet.
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Your hands powdered white as you let the chalk fall 
Labelling our freedom beyond the walls
There’re still a few hours till last call, after all
Our time is never truly ours.
Words I can’t recall are streaming from my lips 
I can see the surprise in your eyes
The wariness receding from your brows 
I always could read those eyes
Except when it mattered, I suppose.
I stand, suddenly, as if to go. 
“You’re alright.” You say
I turn to look at you 
A burst of sunlight,
Halo
Shining bright
As if you’re on fire 
Fire; fire; funeral pyre.
(There’s the metaphor you were waiting for) 
T-Minus 1 month, 24 days
Happy Birthday
I curl into a chair and watch the time tick slowly by. 
The hand hovering between 59 and 00
Like it can’t quite decide where to stop
I’d like to freeze it now 
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In the uncertain limbo
Where we’re the same age for once
Tick.
I have 24 hours to catch up now.
(I would come to regret these words)
The most comforting is the banality of today 
And Yesterday
And Tomorrow
And Every Other Day
The best friendships are the ones 
Where you don’t have to say anything.
I feel a brotherly squeeze on my shoulder 
And turn to look up at you
“You’re more than alright.” You say
I miss you, you unsay
I love you, my eyes soften.
D-Day
I don’t think I can write anything today.
 
T-Plus 1 Day 
Shooting Star
The phone crashes to the ground
As my unseeing eyes stare at the wall 
Blankly
“I’m so sorry…”
A tiny voice floats from the speakers.
Have you ever felt a wave
215Life, Death and Life Again
Of nothingness wash over you?
A bitter smile trembling at the corners.
You have now, I think.
I stare out of the cubbyhole window 
Flying over to you
Even as you flew into oblivion 
Moments ago
The music ringing in my ears are ashes in my mouth 
Ashes of you
Ashen
Fluttering on a breeze
Acrid remains of a firecracker 
Burning a hole in my soul
The fiery waves of you are engraved behind my eyelids 
As is the brutality of the sunken ground
The bile burning in my throat
An unwelcome respite from the numbness
Keep on flying 
Shooting star
I’ll bear the brunt of your fall
So long 
Farewell
Goodbye
T-Plus 1 Month, 12 Days
Lament for a Little Bird
Hello little bird (old soul, old soul)
Shall I tell you the story of the day I all but died? 
What’s that they say,
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‘To be whole you must first be broken’ – 
All lies, all lies
Shatter but a piece brutally enough – oh! 
Surprise, surprise
Wait little bird, my beautiful bird 
The light in your eyes illuminates mine 
Can I cradle you to me one last time? 
No? Goodbye…
For an instant you are captured in eternal flight 
A blink of an eye
And you have broken free
The cold that now infects your hollow bones
Forever if a day
Insidiously seeping into the cracks and crevices
That my forlorn and huddled body can’t quite deny 
Can’t quite accept,
Can’t quite plaster over with earthen reality
Or the shiny plasticity
Of too-bright, easily crumpled tinfoil
You burn with an intensity that lights the night sky 
And I burn with you
Forever dimmed
Trapped within a bubble of stark blankness 
My constant companion, unforgiving
All encompassing
I’m screaming underwater for no one to hear
No one can hear
No one listened for the screams in your head
Nor he, nor she, nor I, nor I.
We all have our crosses to bear
Mine tinged black with unrelenting guilt
Sinner take heed
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Sinner he, sinner she, sinner I, sinner I.
No one can hear
No one listens for the screams in our heads
So be it
Can someone calm the screaming?
 
T-plus 1 year, 2 months, 3 days
Wanderlust (Bye-Bye, Birdie)
Not all who wander are lost
Not all who are lost wish to be found
428 days, 11 hours, 28 minutes – 
Have passed since I’ve chanced upon you 
(Not that I’ve kept count.)
I curl up in a corner and think 
Remembering with acute clarity
The feeling of you, (impish smile in place) 
Slipping through my clutching fingers
Futile 
Impotent
Then.
(Regretful, so regretful)
Futile
Impotent 
Now.
‘Spread your wings and fly, little bird!’ 
Pain lancing through me
Like hundreds of tiny paper-cuts
In the inside of every vein
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Your wanderlust quenched at last 
With a salty brine trickling
Out of the pools under my eyelids; bitter;
Tainted
Yes; with the murky ashen of grief
Nights are the worst.
The ghost of you is everywhere 
Reaching out its silvery hands 
To tickle along my arms as I lay 
Unseeing
Gasping; I bolt upright
And feel the mocking thrum of my steady heartbeat
Casting an impenetrable veil 
Between you and me
And I look about wildly
Hoping against hope that it wasn’t just a dream
Sinking back in despair
As your spectral fingers melt into the moonlight
That is your home
And you are gone 
And I am alone once more
Why have you gone, 
Where have you gone?
A fool’s dream they say,
The mockery of a vain imagination
How could I have been the one to find you
If I never realised you were lost in the first place?
Your desperate; choking screams 
Echoing unheard
On an inaudible frequency
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Juxtaposed against your smiling face
My eyes skimming over your skin; 
Wide mouth and long lashes
The crinkles at the corners; topographical
Your surface all I can see
Even as you crumbled more and more 
And now you are gone
Ashes to ashes, 
Dust to dust.
Is it really you who are lost
Or is it I?
T-plus 2 years, 1 month, 18 days
Monochrome
There’s a misshapen cross-stitch
Haphazardly covering the hollowness 
Gnawing away at me
Since you left
I never was a particularly domestic person
But the mindlessness of the needle and thread
Staves off the loneliness at the finality of it all.
I wonder if you ever tire of the words I write 
Do you still have the ability to emote?
Is there an automatic cognizance, 
Or are you just a hopeless dream
Whispered into the ether?
There’s an awful sameness to everything I can say 
The dreary monotony imposed upon me
Borne out of the forbidding, impermeable wall
Echoing with dreadful rancour
(Blamelessly, a vindictive whisper insists)
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But what is the use of blame, anyway? 
You’ve slipped through my fingers
Oblivious to my entreaties and recriminations
I’m throwing a palette of riotous colour 
Against the monochrome
In defiance of how you left me
You never meant to snuff the life out of my eyes – 
Surprise!
Exposed nerve, I,
Flinching at even the slightest hint of air 
A butterfly kiss leaving me bleeding and raw
You’re a flash frozen ice sculpture 
Teetering at the edge of a precipice 
(Im)perfectly preserved upon my retinas
Even as the seconds march relentlessly across my face.
Maybe time will steal away even my memories of you
Helpless, I,
Forced
Lobotomized into running in the opposite direction 
Even as I cling with pathetic desperation
To the deification and the demonization of you
I’m screaming out an inaudible plea 
To the indifferent universe
Tearing gashes into the mask I’ve moulded to my face
A smile red with the anguished copperiness 
Streaming in ultraviolet rivulets
Down my weary wrinkled skin
And I’m knocking against the wall 
With bruised knuckles
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In a masochistic futility
Hoping against hope you can hear me
(Yet dreading the possibility)
Can anybody calm the storms from my jaded eyes? 
Can anybody rid my body of this leaden weight 
Shredding my traitorously ruddy veins?
(Breathe a spark into these tired lungs 
And resuscitate me)
Is there anybody who can save me from myself?
 
T-plus 2 years, 9 months, 1 day
Story Time
I’ll tell you a story
The story of a boy who wanted to fly 
He chafed under life’s shackles
And finally decided to die
He wrote his thank-yous 
He said his goodbyes
He perched himself on a ledge one night
And launched into the sky
His arms outstretched against the wind 
Drinking in the freedom he’d finally found 
His lips stretching into a smile so bright 
Soaring even while crumpled on the ground
And everyone around him cried 
And they put him on a pyre
They said their goodbyes to a broken shell 
And stepped back and set him on fire
And then came the castigation
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How could they have let him fall?
A gnawing, twisted black hole of guilt
Threatening to open up and swallow them all
And then the grief
A sucker-punch tsunami of desolation
Anger and woe and a hollowness of the soul
Numb lips forcing out pleas borne of desperation
He’s gone. 
He’s gone. 
He’s gone.
And he’s never coming back.
And then; years on; 
The lessons we learn 
There will come a time 
We won’t break inside 
There will come a time 

We won’t burn, not anymore
To live in riotous Technicolor 
Despite aching sorrow
The sunlight a salve for grievous wounds
Eyes forever focused upon the morrow
In life there is death
And in death there is life
Constantly shifting, forever intertwined
What better way to honour the dead 
Than by being alive?
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Innermost Thoughts
Lim Qian Hui Mabel
Introduction
The very first time I got hooked on contemporary poetry was when I received a poetry book from someone I loved dearly. The book is titled Love & Misadventure, written by Lang Leav. On the first and last pages 
of the book were handwritten messages for me.
A while after, I chanced upon a Facebook page called berlin-artparasites. 
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It is a collection of poets’ works – art that was shared with members of the 
public. In the comments section, I saw readers contributing their poems too. 
Every poem was relatable to a certain extent. Reading every piece of work 
felt like I was crossing a stranger’s personal boundary. I found immeasurable 
beauty in being exposed to words so raw and open. They consumed me, in 
part and in whole.
Since then, I wondered whether I could be good at writing poems. I always 
told myself to try inking worlds on paper. But I did not. I thought that I was 
not good at writing – even when I was in junior college. My essays had a poor 
structure and simply did not stand out.
Fear was the very opposite of the fuel that I needed to get started on writ-
ing. After Professor Pang told us that our reflections could come in the form of 
any medium, I decided that I would commit some time during this semester 
to finally try my hand at poetry writing.
 My little collection of poems was written with the intention of exploring 
my innermost thoughts. It provides an insight to the events that I have expe-
rienced throughout my life so far; a reflection of how I have grown and how 
my perspective on life has evolved over the years.
Finding inspiration required me to delve into my past, parts of which I have 
intentionally blocked out from my conscious memory. I had to get in touch my 
feelings and be honest with myself, which was never an easy thing for me to do.
Embarking on this journey made me more comfortable with self-expres-
sion, using words as a medium. My poems are but an extension of myself – a 
reminder that I am here at this very moment.
Feeling. Breathing. Living.
To the people in my life
Who have shaped me in one way 
Or another,
You have provided me
With an oasis of inspiration. 
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For that,
I thank you sincerely.
To you, 
Who opened up another world 
Of art form and possibility, 
May we meet in another life 
When we are both cats.
PRELUDE 
Joy – it exists
If only you could see,
In pirates
Chanting shanties on the sea,
In birds
Spreading their wings to fly free,
In me
Writing about what was, is, and could be!
LOST CONVERSATIONS 
Silent spiders 
within whitewashed walls, and menacing monsters ‘neath bouncy 
beds.
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Tattered trousers behind dividing doors, and in past Polaroids; today 
feels fictitious!
The box in the corner of our adult minds –
Unopened, still waiting to be rediscovered
by the once-curious child drowning in a sea.
A busy sea of texts, A.K.A typed-out talk; backlit screens at silent 
tables.
Tut, tut, tut.
INSOMNIAC 
In between your hand and mine, A space grew.
Hidden behind “I’m fine”, Lies you…
And those sleeping pills.
CANCER 
I remember the black armchair that Grandpa sat in.
He was a wealthy old man;
he gave me everything I asked for.
Barbie dolls, Gameboys
And a brand new MacBook
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He gave me things I didn’t ask for; Warm hugs
Wise words
And the gentle touch of his weathered palms
He, whom I wish for something more; Time
Memories
And the smile that my Grandma used to don
But the battle is over – Now, still sits;
In that same spot he sat.
MY UNSUNG HERO
This is the way she will love you.
Gentle kisses planted 
All over your forehead;
With callused palms 
Wanting to hit you
Yet withdrawn, nevertheless, 
For emotions are funny things – 
Impulses are temporary
Yet scars are permanent.
Her hopes pinned 
Onto your future;
With tears that flowed
Upon blooming signs of maturity, 
Which will always be remembered – 
The very first time
Your innocence grew up
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And learnt to talk back to her.
A worrisome mind that doesn’t rest
Even if you text her “Out tonight – don’t worry”;
With sleepy eyes that synchronise 
When the door flings open
At two in the morn’ – 
Gingerly tucking her baby 
Who, instead of toy blocks
Stumble over drunken words, into bed. 
This is the way she will love you;
A mother’s love so unconditional 
Until she draws her very last breath.
I don’t know if I’ve seen you before. Somewhere in this life,
Or maybe the past.
One thing I know for sure – I love you.
Always, in this life, And the future too.
OPPOSITES
Clearly, the heart and mind are opposites.
In a sea of red, one beats on unafraid;
The other waits, ‘til love fades.
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AN UNFINISHED STORY
Your bold dedication;
To my one and only.
…Alice fell head first into the rabbit hole and found herself in 
Wonderland. In this mystical place of entrapment Alice belonged. This, 
she believed. Wholeheartedly.
But more so to the most impressionable Cheshire Cat. His wide and 
cheeky grin was all too alluring. Its imagery conjured in her mind even 
when the rest of him disappeared. Her mind, body and soul were his, 
and his alone.
One day he purred, “My reality is just different from yours.”
This was it. The plot twist. Wonderland slowly morphed into a Land of 
Madness, and Alice started to run…
Run away from the Queen of Hearts who was out to get her head;
And questions she had no answer to, like, “Why is a raven like a writing 
desk?”
Alice, oh Alice, wake up! It’s time to get out!
But I couldn’t.
For how could I, when
You, author of my Wonderland, left – 
Without a word?
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TO MY SISTER
Don’t be like me,
A rebellious teenager
Who broke your mother’s heart 
By not returning home
At the age of seventeen.
Don’t be like me,
A girl possessed by her unrequited first love 
With the smell of cigarettes lingering 
Between those slender fingers
At the age of eighteen.
Don’t be like me,
A mother’s daughter
Who caused nothing but trouble
By mixing with the wrong crowd 
At the age of nineteen.
Don’t be like me 
please, my baby.
Instead,
Learn from me, 
A cowardly girl
Who found a voice
Through her passion for singing 
At the age of twenty.
Learn from me,
A becoming adult
With gradual realization that 
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Blood is stronger than water 
By the age of twenty-one.
Learn from me, 
Your older sister
With experiences you don’t have, 
Not yet but definitely
By the age of twenty-three.
Love, 
Me.
THE NATURAL STATE OF ORDER 
Smiles are Frowns,
Just upside down, 
And courage is 
Fear
Absent of tears.
Days are Nights
With lots of light, 
Like Yin is
Yang
Where balance hangs.
Love is
Hurt
When replies are curt, 
Hello is
Goodbye
When passion dies.
Giving up means 
Staying strong
Knowing where your worth belongs, 
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From flames to ashes
And ashes to dust 
Moving on is a must.
GLIB TONGUE
Words strewn
All over the place, 
Like clothes undone 
In the heat of passion.
Sentences hung 
Around my neck,
Like expensive jewelry
When you wanted my attention.
Promises tucked 
Behind my ears, 
Like locks of hair
As though it was fashion.
But somehow, 
The long distance
Gave birth to silence
And now I’ve learnt my lesson.
ON BETRAYAL AND DELUSION
In spring, you are the sakuras. Like young ballet dancers, you are 
nervous and giggly. You are a classic, dressed in hues of seashell 
and old lace – think ‘Swan Lake’ or ‘The Nutcracker’. Your bloom 
is born, with technical execution too accurate, and so painfully 
graceful. From the time that exists between now or never, hints of 
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first emotions comes to life.
In summer, you are the daffodils. Like those that thrive on a bed of 
fertile imagination, the very same ones Wordsworth wrote about 
two centuries ago. You are the vigor in canaries; the vitality in 
bumblebees. Your actuality is a precious amber stone, an asso-
ciation too dear to me. From the moment you were defined you 
became my consciousness, the Sun in my Universe.
In autumn, you are the maple leaves. Like the fine evening mist 
that hangs in the air, your silence grows louder. A confident lady 
walks down her gold-laden carpet. The embodiment of Change, 
an enchanting beauty you cannot resist. You are a handwritten 
letter kept in the inner pocket of her black woollen coat. A secret I 
know not about.
In winter, you are the transient snowflakes. Like the quiet pause 
that comes after every breath, your presence exists only when it 
should. You are the dying campfire, a fading source of warmth I 
fight hard to hold on to. Winter is cruel, and so are you. The white 
in your lies, pure like fresh snow, but cold like a harsh December 
chill.
Your flames may have burnt out, but I wish to keep you alive.
For you are my seasons,
My never-ending cycle.
A ONE-STOP SHOP
You were someone with a checklist of items, folded neatly into the breast 
pocket of your freshly pressed shirt. You looked lost when we bumped 
into each other at the supermarket. You showed me your list and asked 
me if I could point you in the right direction.
“What you see is what you get,” was my reply. 
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From aisle to aisle, you searched high and low. But what you saw you 
weren’t looking for. Your
back turned towards me as you picked up your pace. I waved a little; 
continuing whatever it is that I was doing, before you arrived with your 
whirlwind presence.
I caught a whiff of cologne before you left. It was a musky, woody fra-
grance, which reminded me of home. And that shall be my memory of 
you –
You, who was never satisfied with me, or her, or anyone else.
FAÇADE
I wonder what they will say, If they knew about us? Will they keep 
us at bay, Or kick up a fuss?
Whose heavy burden is it, To decide right from wrong?
When norms are deemed societal fit, Is the only choice then, to 
move along?
You say it’s not our fault, But who knows what we’ve endured?
To lock our love up in a vault;
“A disease that cannot be cured!”
We are tightly knit entities Born to our cause as stalwarts; 
Possessing functioning bodies and sadly, divergent hearts.
A WANDER-FUL WORLD
What am I,
But a mere speck of dust 
Drifting through a lifetime?
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My motion, disturbance breeds; 
Even the gentlest shake!
My settlement, chaos frees.
My stomach churns, 
I feel queasy; 
Uneasy.
For all I’ve ever known – 
A chipped china plate
Lonely on the mantelpiece,
Silky curtains
Dancing amongst the winds, 
The woolly carpet
Tread upon absentmindedly…
There’s something about home 
That makes me want to leave.
Is it the way it’s spelt 
Or a word that can’t be felt?
The world’s my oyster 
And home’s my trap
The mother-of-pearl awaits 
But the nest is where I bide
…now, do I really want to go?
TO SHE, WHO DOES NOT KNOW
What do you do,
When your meetings were purely by chance, 
When His presence takes over your mind 
And realisation comes to be,
But it’s too late?
You’ve already fallen too hard, too fast.
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When you know deep down 
The Other exists
Absolutely steadfast,
Constantly satisfying your heart’s desires; 
When it’s a love you’ve started pursuing?
What do you do,
When He doesn’t want you to go
But The Other is calling upon your heart,
When leaving or staying
Are choices you have to make
Yet we all know which is the obvious one?
When two loves coincide, 
Mutually exclusive; 
When you know one day
You’ll meet someone like Him 
And that The Other doesn’t wait?
“Go,” He said.
You do as you’re told, 
Tearfully, of course;
Thankful for His understanding, 
His unwavering love!
He scrolls through her social media every other day, his lips mimick-
ing her smiles from all over the world. He lives vicariously through her 
well-taken photos, happy that she chose to chase the world – her heart’s 
desires.
“When will my world come back?”
Unbeknownst to her 
his heart desires, too.
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Dearest Professor Pang,Thanks to you, I found love. It came unsuspectingly on a regular Friday morning Capstone class, in the form of a tall, dark and carefree 
young man with a perpetual sparkle in his eyes. I remember it all too vividly, 
how it was almost 11.30am and I was all set to rush off, when someone from 
the back of the class blurted out during a class discussion that he was Catholic 
but has a Taoist altar in his home. As a staunch Catholic myself, my curiosity 
was piqued as to how a Catholic could also practice another religion. Without 
much hesitation, I proceeded to email him that very afternoon to find out 
more about his dual faith, and things kicked off from there. It has only been 
eleven weeks since that email but we have already made serious plans for a 
future together. Call it impulsive infatuation or serendipity or whatever, but 
I choose to call it love.
Perhaps it might be a little naïve to attribute eleven weeks of fast-paced 
friendship development and an endless supply of sweet nothings as “love”, 
a powerful and yet enigmatic energy that nobody seems to have a definitive 
answer for. However, despite a mere 23 years of earthly experiences under 
my belt, I believe that I might already be all too familiar with the construct.
What is love?
Love is always patient and kind; it is never jealous; love is never boastful 
or conceited; it is never rude or selfish; it does not take offence, and it is 
not resentful. Love is always ready to excuse, to trust, to hope, and to 
endure whatever comes. Love does not come to an end.
— 1 Corinthians 13:4-8
I believe that there is a certain irony to the entire concept of love. Musicians, 
religious pastors and political figureheads speak about having “one love”, or a 
universal love that is shared by all humanity. Bob Marley, a legendary reggae 
artist, famously crooned “one love, one heart, let’s get together and feel all 
right”. Is love that simple and universal, so easy to possess and comprehend? 
On the other hand, ask 40 people on the street and you will likely get 40 dif-
ferent answers to what love is. Having little time and courage to do that, I took 
to the Internet to seek three perspectives from famous and ordinary people 
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to understand what this universal yet distinctive love is all about.
Jesus, my all-time favourite person and divine being, has an immensely 
magnanimous perspective to what love is:
“A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends.”
— John 15:13
Indeed, whether one believes Jesus’ act of salvation to be fact or fiction, the 
sheer thought of anybody sacrificing their life to save the ones they love is a 
truly extreme expression of love. I cannot even begin to fathom what it means 
to sacrifice my life for the people I love, but one day I truly aspire to understand 
even just an inkling of what Jesus did for his people. As of now, I will be content 
with exploring love through psychological and philosophical eyes.
As a Psychology major, I have cultivated the habit of operationalising huge 
and vague concepts to help me better navigate through the complexities of life. 
For example, I operationalise the concept of “laziness” to how many minutes it 
takes me to get out of bed, or “self-control” as how many chocolate-covered 
espresso beans I stuff in my mouth before I close the bag. Thankfully, psycholo-
gist Robert Sternberg took a huge burden off my shoulders by operationalising 
love in a compact manner: a triangle. At each corner lies three main compo-
nents of love: passion (physical attraction), intimacy (feelings of closeness and 
attachment) and commitment (long-term decision to remain with the other). 
Each of these could interact with another to form different permutations of 
love. My personal favourite is ‘companionate love’ (intimacy + commitment), 
which explains how elderly couples continue to love each other despite being 
devoid of any sexual passion. However, my ultimate goal is to attain ‘consum-
mate love’, an amalgamation of passion, intimacy and commitment, and such a 
love will only be exclusive to the fine young man who sits at the back of Friday 
morning Capstone class whom I wish to marry (wish me luck!).
I am usually content to settle for psychological operationalisations of huge 
and ambiguous concepts, however love is something that may possibly be 
beyond human comprehension. So I thought perhaps ancient Greek philoso-
phers could give me a more comprehensive insight. According to the likes of 
Aristotle and Plato, there are seven forms of love:
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Philautia: Self-love
Eros: Sexual desire
Storge: Familial love
Philia: Friendship love
Ludus: Playful, uncommitted love
Pragma: Long-term, committed love
Agape: Unconditional, universal, divine love
(I find it uncanny how these forms of love form a triangle on this page 
too…)
If such profound philosophers could condense love to such a simplistic and 
commonsense perspective, perhaps ordinary folks like myself could also 
understand and shed some light on the meaning of love.
How have I loved?
Inspired by Jesus, Robert Sternberg, Plato and Aristotle and of course, my 
fellow Friday morning Capstone classmate, I sought to find my own answer 
to love as a giver and a recipient, through digging deep into the crevasses of 
my memory bank and sharing recounts of certain episodes in my life which 
seem to correspond to the above-mentioned perspectives.
Self-love
People older and wiser than myself seem to always have this reminder for 
me: you have to love yourself first before you can love others. I never really 
grasped the meaning of this little nugget of wisdom until recently. I had never 
learnt to love myself for who I was, and it all started with a pair of body parts.
Growing up, I knew that I was always the odd one out among any group of 
girls. A typical Singaporean girl’s legs were slim, lanky and sometimes never-
ending. In most of my female social groups, I was usually the outlier, deviating 
from the norm with my chunkier, unshapely calves and thighs. Throughout 
my adolescence, my self-esteem was subjected to frequent blows from 
obnoxious young boys, to superficial family members but mostly, from my 
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own despondent mind. I had always allowed myself to entertain many self-
deprecating thoughts, like “why am I so fat?”, “why couldn’t I have been born 
like other normal girls?”, and “I hate my body”. Nobody could understand the 
internal psychological trauma that was going on in my mind, and even if they 
attempted to, they were never able to feel empathy for me. This leg-loathing 
perpetuated even as my facial features started to mature and more people 
started calling me “pretty”. I never believed them, as all I could see were my 
grotesque legs.
One particular incident from this ten-year ordeal occurred when I was 
12 years old. The mini-skirt trend had emerged among teenagers that year, 
and my group of girlfriends (if you are wondering, yes, they all had the typi-
cal Singaporean girl’s skinny legs) decided to go shopping after our PSLE to 
indulge in this latest fad. I, on the other hand, was not at all thrilled at the 
prospect of purchasing something which exposed the very thing I wanted to 
conceal from the world. However, peer pressure kicked in and I garnered as 
much false excitement as I could, as we rummaged around town in search of 
the perfect skirt. We went inside a small boutique shop at the Far East Plaza 
which seemingly only sold mini-skirts, and I felt my esteem levels depleting 
at an exponential rate as my friends all began to squeal upon the sight of the 
abundance of choices. I pretended to browse through the options for about 
half an hour, with zero intention of getting anything for myself. But alas, such 
pretence did not go unnoticed. I was dragged by my friend, W, to look at a 
skirt which she claimed would look cute on me and would fit me. She was far 
from right. I ended up looking like a fool in a horrendous skirt which looked 
like a pink and lime-green tablecloth, and baring my unsightly legs for all to 
see. I forced a smile, thanked W for the suggestion, and paid for it at the cashier 
while doing my best to suppress the fact that I completely betrayed myself 
and succumbed to the weight of peer pressure. As my friends strutted out of 
the store with their skirts in tow, they were thrilled with the idea of coordinat-
ing their outfits the next day so that they could look ‘sexy’ together. Little did 
they know that the $20 I just forked out for that hideous skirt destroyed any 
ounce of self-love I had left and killed me inside.
From then on, I continued the arduous struggle of perpetual bodily insecu-
rities. Thankfully, I did not take to extreme forms of intervention like anorexia 
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or bulimia as my attempts to resist the temptation of good foods were always 
futile. Nonetheless, throughout my secondary and junior college days, I never 
once saw myself as pretty, despite how others described me. For the life of 
me, I simply could not see what they were seeing.
Thankfully, there was a happy ending to all this self-loathing. The eventual 
panacea came in the form of three boyfriends throughout my time in SMU, 
the third (and hopefully last!) of them being the Mr Friday morning Capstone 
classmate. Even though all three of them had strikingly different personalities, 
the one thing they had in common was the way they showed me so much love, 
which gradually displaced all the loathing I had for my body. My insecurities 
had led me to perceive that all men would rather date a skinny, more attrac-
tive girl than to date someone like me. However, these three boyfriends, past 
and present, proved to me that love is not all that shallow, and that the cliché 
that ‘beauty is skin deep’ is a perennial truth that will withstand the test of 
time because of people who truly love others because of who they are, not 
how they look like. By being a three-time recipient of such heartfelt love, I 
was encouraged to gradually abandon my hatred for my legs, embrace myself 
completely and love myself for who I am, both on the inside and outside.
On hindsight, I realised that those people who told me that I had to love 
myself before I could love others were not always right. It was only when I 
received love from others that I was able to love myself.
Here is a random afterthought – my beloved mother still enjoys poking fun 
at me once in a while by calling my legs ‘elephantthigh-sis’, a light-hearted yet 
crude insult inspired by the word ‘elephantiasis’, which describes a parasitic 
infection that causes swelling in the arms and legs. After all, she is my mother, 
the only person in this world that could make such a horrible joke while loving 
me unconditionally.
Romantic love
Ever since I was an adorably rotund little girl, my ultimate dream was to find 
“The One” for me, the one with whom I would spend the rest of my life. I began 
my search at the ripe young age of six, when I thought my ten-year-old cousin 
was handsome and wanted to marry him. I clearly did not understand the 
concept of incest.
I spent the subsequent years expending countless efforts to find this 
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elusive “Prince Charming”. I resorted to all sorts of tactics, from playing a 
popular online game called ‘Maple Story’ from dusk till dawn with my crush, 
to hiding underneath my blanket to discuss marriage plans with a fellow 13 
year old in the wee hours of the morning, and even cheating on three boys at 
the same time when I was 15 (it did not end well). I experienced multiple occa-
sions of unrequited love, both at the giving and receiving ends. My heart was 
broken as many times as I broke others’ hearts. I guess you could say that the 
heartbreak scoreboard has balanced itself out evenly in my life. However, up 
till before university, I had never experienced a serious romantic relationship, 
only playful flings and one-sided infatuations. It was only in my first year at 
SMU did I then take a deep dive into the realm of mutual, romantic love and 
made substantial progress in my search.
Boyfriend Number One, unfortunately, did not turn out to be “The One”. 
We were both 19 and met in church; he was in his second year of Polytechnic 
while I had just commenced my first year at SMU. The religion gap was close to 
non-existent, the age gap was merely a month, but the maturity gap proved 
to be too wide to handle. As a second year Polytechnic student, he had too 
much time on his hands and could not understand how a first year university 
student had none. He needed me more than I needed him and the irony was 
that the more he needed me, the more he drove me away. To make matters 
worse, my beloved mother hated his guts because of her mystical motherly 
‘sixth sense’ which told her that he was completely wrong for me, even though 
he was a fellow Catholic. Even though I hate to admit it, she was right.
I learnt two valuable lessons about love from this eleven-month relationship. 
Firstly, a mother’s love and protection for her daughter should not manifest 
itself in such an extreme manner as to result in her daughter resenting her. My 
mother hated Boyfriend Number One to the extent that she refused to let me 
publicly hug him in church, a place where love was supposed to thrive, as she 
did not want me to show ‘public displays of affection’. It was little wonder that 
I ended up full of anger and resentment towards her. Secondly, if you claim 
that you love someone, it is essential to learn to put yourself in the other’s 
shoes, even though it might be extremely challenging to do so. Even though 
Boyfriend Number One told me he loved me and did not want to lose me, 
he lost me due to his excessive neediness and lack of empathy towards the 
demands of university life. However, his love for me did not end up fruitless, as 
he helped me kick-start my journey of self-love. I never saw him again after we 
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broke-up, but I am thankful that we did. If not, Boyfriend Number Two would 
have never been able to change my life.
I first met Boyfriend Number Two at the end of my first year of SMU, on an 
Overseas Community Service Trip (OCSP) to Chiang Mai (If there was a trend 
I have observed over the years, it is that OCSPs are a breeding ground for 
budding romantic relationships. Perhaps the Psychology Department should 
look into this!). He was an average looking guy, with no extraordinarily attrac-
tive physical attributes. However, his heart was one of the most genuine and 
kindest I had ever seen anyone possess, and his laughter so full of joy even 
at the simplest of things. Watching his selfless care for the villagers in Chiang 
Mai, I was smitten. I strove to be a better person in the hopes that he would 
like me for my heart as well, thus putting the “beauty is skin deep” truth into 
practice. I succeeded in doing so, and he confessed his feelings for me by 
the river, after our final exams in Year Two, while the poor chap was suffering 
from dengue fever. I was too overjoyed to even think about whether his ill-
ness was contagious.
We then began what would be both our longest romantic relationship 
ever, and the biggest ordeal of our lives. We entered into this relationship 
expecting it to be simple and smooth sailing due to our similarly joyful and 
good-natured temperaments. However, it was difficult to ignore the elephant 
in the room – he was a Methodist and I was Catholic. Objectively speaking, 
we both worshipped the same God and are both Christians, so we believed 
that this distinction would not be such a big deal. Alas, we were both wrong. 
Over the course of our twenty-five month relationship, we had to deal with 
completely unforeseen consequences that arose from our differences. Apart 
from the difficulty in accepting the differences in religious practices, such as 
the consumption of ‘Holy Communion’, we had to deal with what would be 
the eventual cause of our breakup – my parents.
My father was raised in a traditional Catholic family which believed that 
Catholics should marry fellow Catholics such that the faith could be passed 
down within the family to subsequent generations. Upon hearing that his 
daughter could possibly be marrying a Methodist, he flipped and influenced 
my mother to subscribe to his seemingly preposterous ideals. As my father 
was non-confrontational, he depended on my feisty mother to outwardly 
249Love and Lessons on  Friday Mornings
show her disapproval towards my relationship, and boy did she make my life 
hell. She pulled out all the stops to try and discourage me from continuing 
my relationship with Boyfriend Number Two. For instance, she scolded me 
every time I went on a date with him, she did not let him sit in my car and 
she completely ignored him when he came over to my house. Yet again, her 
motherly manifestations of love and over-protection drove me to resentment 
and rebellion, as I snuck around behind my parents’ back to do things that 
would have warranted a lifetime of scolding had they found out. 
However, through all the anger, resentment and sorrow, Boyfriend Number 
Two still loved me. He loved me even though he could not deal with the chasm 
that my parents had intentionally created between us, and eventually made 
the decision to end our relationship despite his love for me. No words could 
describe the heartbreak I experienced from it all. All along I had thought that 
love was a powerful force that could transcend all boundaries, be it religion 
or otherwise. However, the biggest irony of it all was that Christianity was sup-
posed to be a religion that proclaimed that love was able to unite everyone. 
How did it end up contributing to the downfall of our relationship? From 
this episode, I snapped out of my naivety and realised that love, especially 
romantic love, was not able to conquer every problem. I echo Patty Smyth’s 
lyrics of a song which serves as a timely reminder to us all, that ‘sometimes 
love just ain’t enough’.
After my unwilling and painful breakup, I took the opportunity of singlehood 
to recalibrate my thoughts about the world, my religion and the people who 
supposedly claimed to love me unconditionally, my parents. The nine months 
of being void of romantic love led me to realise that love was not that warm, 
fuzzy feeling of floating in the clouds and was definitely not about giving and 
receiving hugs and kisses.
Love is not a feeling, but a decision
I felt betrayal and anger towards my parents and my religion, however I rose 
against these feelings and consciously made the decision to forgive. I chose 
to be the better person, and loved them for who they were and not for what 
they did to me.
Encouraged by this newfound maturity and realism about love, I decided 
to pick up where I left off in my search for ‘The One’. Boyfriend 
Number Three appeared in my life at a perfect time. I had never met 
anyone who deviated so significantly from what I had considered 
should be my ideal boyfriend: pure, religious, innocent, ‘nerdy’ and 
simple. Boyfriend Number Three is quite the opposite of what I had 
expected and despite his mischievous antics, I feel like he could 
be the one I have been looking for all this while. He has shown me 
how to love myself for who I am, regardless of what society might 
think of my bodily flaws. He has made huge sacrifices thus far to 
show me that he loves me for my beautiful soul, beyond my physi-
cal attractiveness. I have decided to do the same for him, hopefully 
for the rest of my life.
Thank you once again, Professor, for giving us that opportunity 
to find each other on that fateful Friday morning Capstone class, and 
for giving me the opportunity to discover what love means to me. 
It is with great hope that after graduation in a week’s time, I would 
continue to embrace this mysterious and powerful force, and even 
if it causes me much pain and anguish along the way, I will continue 
to persevere, as I believe that 
“It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at 
all”. 
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— Alfred Lord Tennyson
Yours truly, Courtney
Captivated by Death
Incognito 
Introduction
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How should I go about this reflection? I have honestly been asking myself this question for a few days now. A part of me wants to just select a few topics we covered in class and talk about how it affects 
me and the world around us. However, another part of me feels compelled to 
write this as though I am seeing a psychiatrist, to share my thoughts regard-
ing what I have always felt (but could never otherwise have said in a normal 
social setting). I guess the fact that I have already written out and shared that 
sentence would mean that I am going with the latter.
Background
I am not exactly sure why I have chosen to write in such a manner, especially 
since I have done reflections before. I suppose those reflections were mostly 
business-related or had a topic I could focus on. It might also be because 
I am very new to philosophy and I have never needed to formerly dabble with 
issues of the mind. Or it could also be because a person very close to my heart 
recently went to see a psychiatrist for depression. I accompanied her to the 
doctor and found myself wondering extensively what a conversation with a 
therapist or psychiatrist might uncover about my mind. I do not suffer from 
depression for sure, but I have always been intrigued by my thoughts and 
behaviour, but I will leave that for a little later.
A bit about myself. I am a single child from very loving parents, a doting 
grandmother, uncles and aunties who have been very supportive; essentially 
a family that would not cause one to have any problems or mental dissonance. 
I would say I am bright but I never really placed much emphasis on school. 
Fortunately, my grades were good enough to get me into National Junior 
College and SMU. I have always been athletic, played soccer competitively 
and went to Officer Cadet School and became SMU’s soccer captain. I also 
have an adorable, loving girlfriend (essentially my best friend) for a year now, 
with whom I have been friends for eight years since college. I cannot help 
but feel that life has been extremely good to me thus far. Basically, as I write 
this, it seems that a person such as myself should not have any issues in life.
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Whatever you might call this section, confession I guess?
Enough of being coy; I should just start talking about what I want to talk 
about. But first, it is important to understand that I am very careful about this 
topic that I am about to broach, especially since I have never shared this with 
anyone else except my current girlfriend and my previous girlfriend (long-
term relationship of almost four years). To be honest, I am still asking myself 
why I am doing this, and whether I should not be exploring other avenues. 
I probably will not get a response for this (and I am not sure if I even want to) 
so why even bother? What if this was shared with other people? Blah, blah, 
blah, I could go on but I cannot seem to settle this cognitive dissonance at all. 
Whatever the case, this is the best option I have now and I don’t see any harm 
letting one more person in on it.
So basically, since only god-knows-when (I am not religious, by the way), 
I have been very intrigued by death. Or more accurately, wondered what it 
is like having so much power over an individual. When I was young, I used to 
catch the guppies in my fish tank to experiment with. I would neatly put them 
on a tissue when no one was home, and use a different tool each time to see 
what would happen to them. Of course, at that age I already knew it was wrong 
but beyond that, I did not think or reflect on my actions any further. And for 
a while, I continued to experiment like this. I always got excited when I knew 
my granny was going out because it would give me time to myself. One day 
it would be a hammer, another day a pair of scissors or a pen. But I never tried 
this on dogs or cats or anything much bigger. I also remember feeling happy 
when my maternal grandmother (not the one who stayed with us) passed away 
when I was young. So much so that I told one of my aunties, and she was so 
perplexed by how a primary school kid could feel that way at a funeral. I think 
I felt joy because she had always been mean and strict. Funny thing is, I do not 
feel remorseful at all, not even now. This is also mainly because I found out 
that she was an irresponsible person and an ineffectual parent.
The fascination with death faded for a while until I was in late secondary 
school, when I discovered the Internet. There I was exposed to loads of online 
material regarding death. By that, I do not mean philosophical articles or journals 
on the topic. I mean real videos of people getting decapitated, stabbed, burnt, 
hanged, drowned, crushed, stoned, exploding, shot, run-over, etc. And some-
how, I was never bothered by the images or how gruesome they were. In fact, 
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the more gruesome they were, the more intriguing they appeared. This went 
on for a long while. I would be on my computer at night playing games and 
while I waited for it to load, I would have another tab open with these videos 
ready for me to just browse to pass the time. Somehow I felt very indulgent 
whenever I did this. I have always been good at art and I started doodling 
these images when I was bored, and even tried to engage my ex-girlfriend 
to talk about this topic because I felt that she could shed some light on the 
human anatomy since she was studying medicine. But she was always freaked 
out by it, and one day, I just stopped trying to engage her. On one occasion, 
she even called me a sociopath when we had an argument (thankfully, not a 
psychopath). In spite of that, she stayed with me, and we broke up for other 
reasons last year. A month later, I got together with my best friend (current 
girlfriend, the one that I had known for eight years), and I stopped indulging 
in it altogether. Might I add again that I am very happy being in a relationship 
with her. A large part of why I stopped is because she is a very kind individual. 
She gives a lot to strangers and feels genuine empathy for those around her. 
Whereas for me, I feel more empathy towards animals, especially dogs, ever 
since I got one almost two years ago. His name is Bully and he is my best bud. 
Not to side-track, for some reason one night, I shared with my girlfriend how 
I used to indulge in my fascination with death, and that it had been a part 
of me, how big a part I am not quite sure. The amazing person she was just 
accepted me for who I am, and she shared how no one is perfect in this world. 
But does this “hobby” of mine make me less than perfect or a lesser human 
being? She said it did not as long as I did not act upon it. I personally did not 
see anything wrong with “watching death” but I know society will beg to differ.
A few months back, I found myself being curious and I started indulging 
again. I told her about it and she was not upset, but she asked if I would ever 
hurt her one day just to “experiment”, just as I had done with the guppies. 
Her questions made me question this “hobby” of mine. Was it creating a hor-
rible psyche within me? But I absolutely see nothing wrong in viewing these 
videos, especially since they did not seem repulsive to me as they seem to be 
to normal people. I just don’t know why this is so. A part of me feels that the 
world is over-populated so these things need to happen anyway, so why not 
just view it. Another part of me knows that I will be condemned by society if 
people found out that I derive entertainment from others’ suffering. However, 
my ex-girlfriend asked me that same question before but I merely shrugged 
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it off as ridiculous, while my current girlfriend made me genuinely ponder 
over this “past-time” of mine. I guess it is obvious who I love more. Anyway, I 
know deep down I would never hurt my girlfriend, or anyone for that matter. 
It would be ridiculous acting on it because I have much to lose. But I have 
always wondered if my circumstances in life had been different (abusive family, 
poor childhood, etc.), how Iwould have turned out. Or what would happen if 
somebody injured or killed my family so that I could seek revenge to legitimise 
trying to hurt them.
End of confession 
Currently, I am driven – working on my start-up while juggling school and 
work. Work has taken up so much of my time the past few months, with branch 
meetings on Fridays for example, which has caused me to miss or to come late 
to Capstone class. But juggling these three things has taken my mind off the 
issue above. In fact, what was mentioned was covered by one of the groups. 
They talked about psychopaths and how it was the doing of nature and nurture. 
I wanted to share in class my thoughts on the matter, that some of them were 
just doing something they loved, and was it so wrong if they did it to people 
who were not contributing to society? But I held my tongue because nothing 
good would come from saying something like that, and I knew that view was 
obviously wrong. It was just a simple thought.
Anyway, I have always wondered if there was something wrong with me. 
But I always believed I was not a psychopath or a sociopath because I feel 
deep-seeded empathy and love for my family, girlfriend, and dog. I am not 
cold-hearted and I have felt concern for some people as well. But why do I 
have these thoughts? At the end of the day, I attribute it more to genetics and 
too much free time.
Side-tracking into religion
Might I point out that my girlfriend is Christian. And I do not have any issues 
with that considering how my mom is Catholic while my granny, aunts, and 
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uncles are all Christian. I am not against god. It is fine believing in a higher 
power, I find myself “praying” (or maybe a better word would be “pleading”) 
occasionally as well. Faith has come up numerous times in our class and 
I have been careful to hold my tongue every time. Of course, it is also easier 
talking about religion objectively and I do not feel as strongly as I do when 
I am in a church. 
This is not to say I am condemning religion. I think people have the right 
to choose what they want to believe in, just like how Americans who voted for 
Trump. But seeing the process first-hand is not exactly a pleasant experience. 
One of my favourite documentaries, ‘Religulous’, highlights so many things 
wrong with religion and how ridiculous it is. Just like how it is wrong for con-
artists to sell precious gems with “magical” properties to the elderly, what 
then, makes religion so special and different? It is essentially giving people 
empty promises and false hopes to benefit the religious organisation as well. 
I have always regarded churches and most religious organisations as businesses, 
and incredibly smart businesses at that. If you need to find a salesman, I have 
always believed that getting a pastor would be the best fit since they can sell 
their “idea” to masses of people and have them believe in him wholeheartedly. 
Another pet peeve of mine regarding religion is the magical percentage of 10 
percent. Most churches expect their followers to contribute 10 percent of their 
salary to the church as a token of appreciation and I think it is just ridiculous 
how people think that by abiding to this, it makes them a good Christian. 
Of course, the congregation does not force everyone to do it but the fact that 
they can give a ballpark number to their followers to contribute monthly seems 
extremely convenient on their finances. Churches already have tax leeways, 
they should not stipulate how much one should donate.
Religion! I can just go on and on about it and how cynical I am towards 
them. How the Catholic establishment has had so many pedophiles disguised 
as priests, how much money they have accumulated for themselves (just look 
at the standard of living within the Vatican), how so many people believe that 
eating a certain kind of meat is wrong, or even how abstaining from sex makes 
one a better person. Religion, I believe, is destroying humanity as well. This is 
kind of hypocritical coming from me since I have shared my secret past-time. 
But I feel that I am better and above those people who use religion to exploit 
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people’s insecurity. Anyway, I will just elaborate a bit more on how I think that 
religion is destroying humanity before continuing with my “therapy”.
Their sense of superiority
This is by far my biggest qualm with religion and religious people. This religious 
complex that so many Christians, Muslims, Jews, etc. have is so toxic in society. 
It allows them to act callously and to also guilt-trip those they believe to be “evil” 
for not conforming to their religion. The worst part is, this self-righteous senti-
ment allows them to defend their hate as good moral conduct for their belief.
Many believers support their religious leaders blindly and conform to what-
ever they tell them is right. What they fail to realise is the threat of theocracy on 
their lives and freedoms. They trust that their leaders have their best interests 
in mind without fully understanding if the agenda they claim to support, might 
infringe on the rights of other people. Studies of theocratic societies show 
how oppressive religion can be towards their people and how it promotes 
inequality. Women get disparaged and looked down upon while wars and 
massacres continue to be motivated religiously. Just look at the Middle East 
for a good example. In Muslim-governed countries, non-believers are subju-
gated and unfairly treated. How long more would it take for people to realise 
that religious rule is unfounded and illogical, where the governing beliefs play 
no part in shaping adequate economic and social policies for their citizens?
Assuming truth
Almost every religion assumes that their faith is the “one true belief” on this 
planet. They uphold their religion in the highest regard and shoot down all 
other beliefs. The doctrines they use, like the Bible and Quran, are always 
conflicting and they interpret paragraphs to fit whatever agenda they have. 
What this creates is a world where stories and fantasies are placed above 
reality (just like how people are relentlessly searching for Noah’s Ark even 
today) which diminishes the opportunity for humanity to arrive at an absolute 
truth. It also allows people to be driven by misinformation and perpetuates 
misguided concepts.
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Holding back advancement
Religion has never been a friend to knowledge and technological advance-
ment. Religiously leaders have always tried to oppress their believers access 
to information for fear of progression of knowledge. After all, an informed 
individual is less likely to believe in fairy tales. Religion also insists that it is 
not our place to understand and explore the world, and that our environment 
should be left to “God’s magical hand”. With science and technology, we have 
a plethora of information and knowledge that teaches us about the origins 
of religion and how the universe functions. Yet, people turn a blind eye to it 
and would rather be careful not angering the gods for fear of the “end days”. 
I suppose it is important to note that we now have science to explain our 
world and we no longer need mythology for that. If we continue believing in 
the latter, society will only stagnate.
How does religion factor in with death for me? Perhaps it is the fact that 
I know I will get religious counselling if I ever shared with them the videos I 
watch. And I cannot stand the hypocrisy in that because religion has been 
the cause of so much death in the world. From the crusades to how they cre-
ate a mob mentality among people to dish out medieval punishments, who 
are they to educate people on what is right and wrong? Anyway, this is a side 
rant on religion (a very long one at that). Not to continue sounding so cyni-
cal, I would like to point out the fact that religion has brought out the good 
in many people as well. It has given them a structure to hold onto instead of 
losing themselves in their own minds. Much like what has been said in ‘The 
Eye of the I’, religion has helped people go through the different stages of 
consciousness and helped them achieve enlightenment,which is a huge merit 
on its own. Religion will always be a grey subject, with no obvious answer to its 
place in our world. But I suspect it is pretty obvious which side I have chosen 
to stand with regard to this topic.
Analysis of myself
Back to the topic at hand. I have always wondered why I have always been so 
intrigued by issues pertaining to death. Was I just an edgy teen looking to be 
unique? Or was there something more deeply seated? Is this even a problem 
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that I should be worried about because I am sure I will never act on it, so it 
should not be an issue to anyone. I guess the only way to answer this is to 
break down my behaviour into parts and analyse them bit by bit.
To begin, the most important question I need to ask myself is, why is death 
or images of death so intriguing? Honestly, one of the biggest contributing 
factors is the power of the wielder. You do not feel the same when death is 
re-enacted in movies or when reading about them in books. A genuine video 
or image of death (and it can be of poor quality) provides a more compelling 
and powerful message than any other form of art that tries to depict death. 
The Saigon execution, murder of a Vietcong by Saigon Police Chief in 1968, 
is one excellent example of the immensity of witnessing death. The picture 
shows Nguyen Ngoc Loan, chief of the national police, shooting Vietcong 
officer Nguyen Van Lem after he was caught murdering family members of 
the police force.
Captured on NBC TV cameras and by photographer Eddie Adams, the 
picture flashed around the world and symbolised the brutality of the Vietnam 
War. Adams’ picture was especially striking to viewers around the world as the 
moment frozen is one almost at the instant of death. This image was taken a 
split second after the trigger was pulled and Lem’s final expression is one of 
pain as the bullet rips through his head.
What makes viewing this picture so much more different from those that 
are more graphic and ruthless in nature? Personally, I cannot find a clear dis-
tinction between the two and honestly, I don’t think it is wrong to be amazed 
by it. However, I know society will have a different take on this altogether. But 
I can understand why it is frowned upon. When we watch a video or image 
of someone getting killed or hurt, we are watching someone’s child, parent, 
sibling, or friend get hurt in the process. And in a sense, we are watching it 
for “viewing pleasure” and not to spread awareness over an issue like the pic-
ture above. I know for certain that I would not be too pleased if people were 
spreading a video of my loved one dying just for “viewing pleasure”. But in 
so many of the sites that I have visited, I see thoughtless and senseless com-
ments posted. They laugh at the crime and at the victim, often blaming the 
victim for their own downfall. Do these people have psychiatric issues as well, 
or do they have such a poor sense of humour that normal people just cannot 
grasp? And I guess the worst part is, sometimes I find myself agreeing with 
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these comments, or I do not get particularly riled up or offended by them. 
In this age where everyone has become so self-absorbed, have I become so 
desensitised to the problems faced by others that I derive a sense of “pleasure” 
knowing that this is happening to someone else and not me?
Then again, I am able to see the good in people, not just the bad. I have 
felt kindness and love in my life and I appreciate its value. I enjoy hanging 
out with my family and friends, and having a good laugh. Even talking to 
strangers helps raise my mood sometimes. I have often also thought about 
what would happen if I do die, and how my family and dog would react to 
it. This might sound egotistical but I genuinely feel sad thinking about how 
my passing would impact them. For my dog, I do not even know if it will be 
better or worse since it doesn’t understand the concept of death so he will 
just continue waiting for me to appear again, only for it to never happen.
Since we are talking about my dog, I would like to just take a short moment 
to brighten up this reflection and introduce you to Bully. He is a Chow Chow 
with one of the best temperaments, though he can be very stubborn and 
arrogant at times. I heard a saying a while back and it has stuck with me. It 
goes, “He might only be here for a part of your life, but to your dog, you are 
his whole life”. And it hurts thinking about how he is going to grow old one 
day and leave. I have envisioned the moment when I might have to put him 
down or have him just drift away when I am holding him years later, and it 
just knots up my throat. I will need to find him a mate in future to ensure his 
legacy and genes live on. Interestingly, referencing to how I feel about Bully, 
I do not think of this as much for people, which is not exactly a good thing. I 
honestly feel slightly guilty typing this out. But that is not to say that I value 
the lives of people any less than animals. It is just that I find myself feeling so 
distraught and angry at videos of animals getting abused that I have stopped 
opening such related links. Maybe it is due to how helpless the animals are 
while, for people, you somehow think that they took the wrong steps in life 
that led up to their demise, which ultimately makes you rationalise their death 
as a result from their own wrongdoings. I guess what I am trying to say is that 
I cannot quite reconcile this dichotomy that I experience from time to time. 
How does one meaningfully evaluate what he or she does not understand, 
especially when there isn’t someone else to correspond with, to help affirm 
or reject your views and values?

Concluding remarks
I guess I have come to the end of my reflection. I know I did not make this 
journal too fanciful or creative. I honestly considered adding pictures of what 
I have drawn and the videos I have seen just to make sure we are on the same 
page but I decided against it, largely because it will make it too personal and 
“raw” for me. I have tried my best to be as truthful and clear about my thoughts 
as possible, to make this sharing as genuine as possible. With this reflective 
piece, I have shared a part of myself that I have never revealed to people I 
have never been close to. I am glad for this opportunity, largely also because 
I can show this to my therapist (if I ever do have one in the future) next time. I 
enjoyed listening to the class’ opinions on death and how it is so easy to just 
talk about it, although not as free as it can be since I did not think it was wise 
to voice my opinions. I would have just given the politically correct answer 
anyway. With this, I hope you will not mark me down as a horrible human-being; 
these are just thoughts I have always had but which I never had the intention 
of acting out. Just always wondered what answers I would get about myself if 
I talked to a professional or someone well-versed or experienced in this field. 
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By now I am sure you would have read more than 60 essays on what is the meaning of life from other students in the class. Hence, I would like to write my essay a little differently in prose form. I would like to share 
my story with you. Because after all, the purpose of taking the Capstone class 
is to listen to stories, rather than find answers. 
I came in really early because I was excited and there were only a few 
people in the class so I decided to make conversation, “Hello Professor! Really 
nice to meet you.”
The first question posed to me by you was, “What is your major?”
“Finance,” I replied.
You shook your head in disapproval and said, “Ah, what a wasted life.”
I am not sure if you remember this, but even after 12 weeks, this is still 
a vivid memory in my mind. Somehow, I found this situation hilarious in an 
ironic way. You know those times in the movie where people laugh because 
they were speechless? It was as though this was a scene right out of a movie, 
and all I could manage was a weak, “Haha.”
All my life has been a series of unknowns. I have had no passion for any 
particular subject; neither has any area of study stood out as being particularly 
interesting. Several of my friends knew what they wanted to do early on in 
life. Some wanted to become teachers, some wanted to become chemical 
engineers while others had a passion for the retail industry. 
I wanted so badly to be like them. I wanted to find what I loved, and 
pursue that passion relentlessly. I longed for someone, someday, to bestow 
enlightenment upon my dull, mundane life so that I may somehow or other 
find something so interesting that I would head down the long road of pursu-
ing my passions.
However, that day did not come. Even till today, I still have no clear idea 
what to pursue as a career. Some groups talked about conformity and I think 
I am one of the perfect examples of that. I have always taken the “smartest” 
route in the education system in Singapore – from the Express Stream in sec-
ondary school to junior college, and finally to university. I did what I thought 
was best for my future by going the safe route. In junior college, I took the 
Science route rather than the Arts route because it seemed more prestigious 
and promised a higher chance to get into university because of the focus on 
Mathematics and Sciences in our education system. Even in university, I had 
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no inclination towards any particular courses and took Business solely because 
it was a general course and I did not have to specialise in anything. 
Looking back at my education, even as I did outstandingly well I have 
had no joy in studying. It was not particularly enjoyable to be mugging and 
regurgitating whatever I had learnt onto exam scripts which determined your 
final grade, and your worth. What is then the point of studying when all I was 
doing was trudging along with life and going with the flow?
Thus, when I first entered into the Capstone class, I was full of expectations. 
I wanted to learn the “meaning of life”. I wanted to be taught, and eventually 
find meaning in my own life. The course outline was extremely interesting – 
finding meaning in work, finding meaning in art, etc. I thought that finally, 
maybe, I could pinpoint a reason or some explanation to give meaning. I 
thought that maybe I could finally find my passion for filling that void in my 
life. However, as the weeks went on, I simply became more confused. There 
was a lot of discussion on suicide, ethics, greater good of society, et cetera. I 
left with more questions than I had come with and concluded that this class 
could never tell me the meaning of life, or pinpoint my passions; that was 
something I had to find on my own. 
Gradually as I attended more discussions in class, I realised that there were 
many facets to issues that I was indifferent to. So many points of contention, so 
many debates, arguments and opposing views to issues that have seemingly 
no immediate impact on our lives. These issues such as religion, volunteerism, 
art; I thought they would not matter if one did not participate in these activities. 
However, through class, I have learnt that these issues are indeed entrenched 
in our daily lives and have an impact greater than what I had perceived before. 
Through readings and sharing, I am able to deepen and widen my thought, as 
well as my scope of vision. I would like to thank you for that. 
Now that my thinking has deepened, and my thoughts become more 
developed, I often question each individual action that I have taken, or that I 
am going to take. If you have read the book ‘Thinking, Fast and Slow’ by Daniel 
Kahneman, it would seem that I have shifted from System One thinking (the 
fast, intuitive, implicit (automatic), subconscious process), to System Two (the 
slower, deliberative, explicit (controlled), conscious process) thinking. 
For example, recently I went through a breakup. It was a tough time. Slowly 
but gradually I got over missing the other party. They say time heals, and thank-
fully it is true. But sometimes I do drop my “ex” a text or two. Never once did I 
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question my motive of texting her. But as I began to question my every action, 
the big “why” appeared. Why am I still texting her? Why am I still clinging on?
Throughout the train ride from home to school, I pondered. 
“No, I don’t want to talk to her nor do I want to have a conversation in hopes 
that we can get back together. I don’t want her to think I am desperate, that I 
secretly wish we’ll talk for hours again and fall in love the second time around.”
“If she thinks I am only dropping messages because I haven’t moved on, 
she’s wrong”.
“Let me make myself clear for once. I don’t want her attention. I have missed 
her, yes. I’d be lying if I said I don’t. Just because you miss someone, it doesn’t 
mean that you want them back in your life”.
“I’m dropping her messages every once in a while because I am fulfilling 
the promise we had made to each other, that we’ll stay friends no matter what 
happens. I am dropping her messages so she’ll know I still care about her and 
I still think about her. I am dropping her messages because I want her to know 
that I am still here and I won’t leave her because I won’t break my promise”.
“I’m dropping her messages because I want to keep in touch because she 
lacks the initiative to make the people close to her stay in her life. I am drop-
ping her messages so that on her behalf, the promise will be fulfilled. Even if 
it takes a lot of hard work, courage and fear that I will be ignored, I still face 
the risk of getting hurt and letting the sadness that’s lurking in the corner 
embrace me when I am vulnerable”.
“Despite that, I still continue to etch her memory in my life. I still continue 
to live a life without hate, a life that accepts and endures the pain that was 
given, a life that continues to hold on to people. Let’s face it, not everyone 
has the courage to make people stay in their lives. It is easy to let go, to break 
a relationship, to forget somebody and put them out of your life but it takes 
a lot of effort to make someone stay”.
“Some would say that if someone does not want to stay, you should let them 
go because when they are meant for you, they will return. What are they? A 
bird? If I have to make all these efforts just to make her stay, on her behalf I 
would gladly fulfil the promise we had made”.
“I will not stop even if it annoys her, even if I look desperate, even if I look 
like a fool for I will always know that I did my best and I have nothing to regret. 
For I will always remember that I have loved and cared for someone to the 
fullest and that will be the most enriching experience I will ever have, for I will 

always remember that the best part of my life is the rollercoaster 
ride of good and bad times when we were still together”.
“That’s why I am doing my best to keep in touch, I am doing my 
best to show that I am still here ready to listen to your woes, ready 
to accept her whoever she is now. I may not be her lover to the end 
but I want her to know that I could be the friend to help her out 
in the middle so that she’ll reach those dreams she traded me for 
because I know It is all worth it”.
“So if I annoy her now, and if she wants me out of her life, please do 
not worry as I am about to leave. Just let me spend all the remaining 
feelings I have so I can fulfil the promise that she doesn’t want to fulfil.” 
I hope the above mentioned would not just seem like the ado-
lescent, prepubescent woes of a young passionate fleeting love, but 
rather a Proustian moment, where the precious fragments of my 
memory come into my mind like a spontaneous fire, lit ablaze by 
the spark of deepening and widening of my thinking. 
Thank you for reading my short story and listening to personal banter. 
I would love to one day, sit down with you, listen to the wealth of 
experience that you have had, and further enrich my own life beyond 
the boundaries of the classroom. Last but not least, I would like to 
sincerely thank you for this wonderful Capstone module, which also 
marks the close of yet another chapter of my life. 
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Fan Zhiwen Joel
I did not expect to have much difficulty penning this reflection. I toyed with the idea of reflecting on my SMU journey, and the real meaning of life. But there was a disconnect between my emotions and the words that came to 
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mind. Finally, I decided to write about my current feelings and the lessons I 
have learnt this past semester.
This final semester has led us to reconsider many aspects of everyday life – 
from the meaning of life through work to the discussion of whether spirituality 
can ultimately “save” us. The discussion on some topics caused me a significant 
level of discomfort, as I faced these philosophical conundrums. As with all the 
life choices, I can choose to shut them all out and continue to live “ignorantly” 
or confront these issues as they arise. I have struggled deep within my heart 
to make the right choices. This struggle is real because different perspectives 
for an issue contradict what I have been taught to be true. As a result, I am 
still torn between views different my own beliefs.
I was taught at a young age to embrace spirituality as a way of life and 
that absolutely nothing happens by chance. On my spiritual path, I did not 
question the teachings taught at my place of worship. Accepting the guiding 
principles of religion was a necessity and the environment around me seemed 
to be consistent with these principles. What religious leaders shared with the 
congregation, the scriptural text affirmed.
This new set of lenses born from this tentative understanding has enabled 
me to revisit these questions with fresh eyes. In doing so, the conclusions that 
I come to are vastly different to those taught to me.
I have been taught to believe what is stated in the scriptural text as true. 
Discussion has compelled me to logically think and deduce what is true. The 
question now is: Am I able to concretely stand on one side of the fence and 
reject the other? As of now, I believe not. In fact, I find myself asking another 
question: “Must I accept one or the other to be true, and not both?”
I have come to realise that there is no hard and fast rule, or a time limitation 
to arrive at the answer – less of course, death itself. If anything, the question 
has left me in a state of scepticism: sceptical about what has been presented 
and discussed; doubting what I already know. Or perhaps more succinctly so, 
sceptical towards everything. The purpose and the meaning of life cannot, 
in fact, be precluded by what I have been taught and neither should it be 
precluded because of the compelling arguments that have been made by 
the various views of the philosophers and the discussions with others. Every 
side supports their claims with their own chain of logic based upon different 
understandings of the world. There is a need for me to dig deeper in order 
to come to my own conclusions on the various subjects.
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Therefore, these things form the basis of my thoughts about what is needed 
for me to do in the future as I approach the end of my short four-year stint 
in SMU. This is to say that I must embark on a lifelong journey to uncover the 
answer to the question that I have. A sense of scepticism will allow me to discover 
arguments, reason and truth so that I may come to a decisive answer some day.
Life
Life is a mystery – a puzzle ever-changing and unsolvable by any standard mean 
and thus, the solutions are varied and multifaceted. For any given individual, 
different life lessons are learnt as a result of the problems that we come into 
contact with and it is precisely through these lessons that we are shaped and 
defined. This segment of the reflection essay seeks to recount the various life 
lessons that I have found to be most useful in my journey thus far and that 
I should continue to carry what I have learnt with me into the distant future.
Life is all about balance. Having too much or too little of a thing can be quite 
dangerous as it lures us to either of the extreme ends of the spectrum and we 
may only gain one thing or the other and not a “sweet spot”. While arguably it 
is not possible for us to have the best of both worlds, it is perhaps easier to be 
able to find a compromise in the situation that we are in and thereby, attain that 
“sweet spot”. Being in a state of balance enables one to continuously consider 
the opposing sides of the arguments and helps the individual to evaluate and 
to make the right choices – as perceived by the individual – in life.
When my SMU journey began in 2012, I was still finding out what I truly 
wanted to achieve in my time in the university. Did I want to run after the elusive 
GPA of 4.3? Did I want to enjoy the perks of being a student who could make 
his own choices? Or rather, could I have both a perfect GPA and choose to do 
all that I wanted to do? These questions were rather confusing in that obtain-
ing either precluded the other. This is so because of the fact that time was a 
limited resource and that there was only that much that we can do. Through the 
first year, I found myself neglecting the non-academic side of things, whether 
it be through interactions with people or joining a CCA to do good for the 
community. Much of my time and energy was channelled towards the attain-
ment of a good grade and at the end of my first year in SMU, I found myself 
asking, “What good is it that I gain these academic achievements and lose 
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sight of wanting to do something different in the university in the first place?”
As I reflected upon these questions, I examined the choices that I had 
made. More often than not, I found myself cooped up within the confines of 
the Li Ka Shing Library where the routine of preparing for the next quiz was 
repeated day after day. While I had a group of “close friends” then, it did not 
last beyond working together. There was no sharing of what was going on 
in our lives or our deep thoughts and when we came into conflict, the group 
fell apart. Today, we are acquaintances who acknowledge that at some point 
in time, we were “close friends”. This incident has taught me a deep lesson. 
In order to build true friendships that last beyond the realm of study and this 
university, there have to be efforts from both parties. It has to go beyond the 
superficial and the peripherals of student life. The key to unlocking a true 
friendship is in sharing our thoughts, insecurities and emotions. Such things 
are not easy for an individual to do, even for myself because it means open-
ing up my own vulnerabilities to someone else. Yet, I still see a value in the 
relationships that I am committed to building with others, and it is because 
of the value that I seek in these friendships that I am willing to put in much 
time into meeting and sharing with others.
Reflecting upon these events led me in the second year to focus on building 
relationships with the people around me. This is not to say that I had forgotten 
the primary reason why I was in school which was to gain new knowledge and 
to obtain a degree. Keeping life in balance remains an important guideline. 
Balancing between activities in and out of academic work is my key to finding 
meaning in my journey at SMU. But finding the “sweet spot” remains challenging.
 Choose and be responsible. The second life principle that I have come to 
understand is that the choices that we make are made by ourselves alone and 
so we are responsible for the consequences. When things go well, we credit 
ourselves for the decisions we have made. When things go awry, we blame 
our bad decision on circumstances beyond our control. Do we not realise that 
in either of the scenarios, we have made a conscious decision based on the 
information available to us? How is it then, that we can respond differently, 
depending on the outcome of the situation?
As I reflect on this, I must admit that I have been guilty of this as well. Come 
what may, we have no power to change the past. Yet we hold the conscious 
choice to face up to the consequences or to run away. Choosing to shoulder the 
responsibility of our choices may appear silly given that it is entirely possible to 
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avoid punishment by simply pushing the blame. However, when we examine 
the situation in its totality, this itself is a test of the character of the individual. 
It is our responses to these difficult situations, which are incidentally inevitable, 
that defines and differentiates us from others.
Continuous learning is fundamental to growth. The final life principle that I 
have picked up stems from the belief that as we age, we grow physically older 
but perhaps, not any wiser. Thus, the key to attaining growth as an individual 
has to be founded in the mindset of continuous learning. Regardless of age 
and life experiences, it is my belief that we are always able to pick up some-
thing new from the people whom we interact with. Instead of jabbering away 
through idle chit-chat and the flaunting of our own achievements, perhaps it 
is best to sit and listen to the thoughts of others and pose questions to elicit 
the understanding as to why they think in that particular manner. Thought-
provoking conversations can lead to life lessons that serve as good reminders 
of what we have already learnt but may have forgotten. These conversations 
help us form new conclusions about the life that is around us. What matters 
most is that we need to keep an open mind to receive from the people who 
are giving their take on the subject matter.
A good example would be the conversations I had with my group mates 
throughout the entire semester. Contentious discussion points provided a 
ready flow of opportunities for us to share our thoughts on the various topics. 
During this time, I was very appreciative of the people around me: Foong Ming, 
Zachary and Nishit. Group discussions were one of the rare occasions when we 
felt comfortable enough to freely air our thoughts as we sought to uncover 
the logic, reasoning and motivations behind our thinking. As we deep-dived 
into various topics, agreement was found in some areas but in others, we saw 
a divergence in the views and beliefs we held.
I recall discussing the issue – is success due to luck or hard work? For us, 
there was agreement that both factors are at play. For some, it was more hard 
work than luck and for others vice versa. We concluded that luck was a big 
factor in how a person finds success as an individual while living out his/her 
life on this earth. For example, a gifted musician might never meet the right 
instrument for his own talent and thus, it is luck that determines the musician’s 
eventual life outcome. This is one of the few incidences in which we were able 
to reach a common understanding with one another.
As it is with life, not all things can be fully agreed upon. When it came to 
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spirituality, there were big differences. We held differing views on the exist-
ence of a higher order being, faith and morality. Believers and non-believers 
found it impossible to reconcile their different viewpoints. Despite that, it 
was through this debate that I came to better understand the perspectives 
of others that were opposed to my own. This helped me to understand more 
deeply the viewpoints of others.
Conversations like these have taught me the invaluable lessons of listening 
to others. As human beings, we tend to grow complacent over time and become 
satisfied with what we have and what we know. This danger of unconsciously 
falling into the trap of stagnation in our pursuit for knowledge is right before 
our eyes. But it can be forestalled by keeping an open mind and taking into 
consideration the opinions of others.
I think the greatest challenge in continuous learning is to find out what we 
lack. More often than not, complacency can stifle growth and discovery as we 
become more familiar with the way things work around us. But it can most 
certainly be avoided when we recognise the need for occasional contempla-
tion of our lives. The recognition that no human being is perfect and that we 
are constantly learning about ourselves should be the key to unlocking this 
mindset. As the world’s pursuit of knowledge deepens with advances in sci-
ence and technology, so should our curiosity about the world. In this way, we 
can develop as intellectual beings who live on this earth.
Conclusion
In this essay, I have reflected on the things I have learnt over the past few 
years. While I can grasp the recurring themes of life, I still feel a general sense 
of incompleteness. This feeling encourages me to keep an open mind. A 
closed mind forecloses learning, and hinders us from understanding views 
at odds with ours.
I am fortunate to have experienced a few of life’s challenges in the first 
quarter century of my life. I would like to believe I have emerged a little wiser. 
There is much more to discover. As with all new beginnings, I say, “bring it on”. 
I look forward to the exciting and unpredictable challenges I will face in the 
decades ahead, always bearing in mind that my answers can and will change. 
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In the grand theme of the history of civilisation, the earth has stood by and watched empires and kingdoms rise and fall. Against this backdrop, what is to come on this earth feels inevitable. Societies will collapse and be rebuilt. 
From ancient Egypt to the modern day, humans have made mistakes, causing 
pain and destruction, only to repeat them in various ways in an endless cycle. 
This is the constant of human history, believing that we have mastered life 
better than all who had come before us.
There is a saying I find interesting, “Don’t look back unless you want to 
go that way”. I argue that unless we look back, we are likely to repeat the 
mistakes of the past.
And so I started looking back. Looking back at why I am here in the first 
place. I made all these presumably free choices to come here under both 
known and unknown influences that include everything from A-Level grades 
to what my grandmother said to me when I was younger.
In business school we learnt about application. No strategy, no move, no 
thought, nothing is of any use if it is not actionable. This essay was written on 
the cusp of entering the “real world” or the “working world” which implies giv-
ing up on the ideals of our youth and accepting the realities of corporate life.
This essay attempts to make sense of the myriad of experiences a 22-year-old 
Singaporean girl has had in the hope of illuminating the path going forward. 
Eyes towards the stars
When I was young, there was nothing I loved more than the stars, and pure 
love does not die so easily. As a kid, I made models of Jupiter when everyone 
else was more fascinated by tiny Pluto. I am still the kid who is more interested 
in gravitational waves in the world of sub-atomic particles.
A fascination with science leaves one sceptical. Not everyone becomes 
sceptical in the sense of Rene Descartes’s ‘Cartesian scepticism’ that takes doubt 
to the extreme and temporarily suspends belief in all things and consequently 
doubts all things; but everyone questions – or so I would like to believe.
As my love of science grew, so did my sceptical attitude towards religion. 
It led me to finally reject faith as a way to understand the world.
It is not that scientists do not make leaps of faith and act on hunches that 
drive their research. Good scientists know that they must question research 
findings. They must look for ways to disprove predictions of theories, not 
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confirm the dictates of authority. Unlike science whose theories are always 
provisional, faith claims absolute authority. What faith says about the afterlife 
cannot be refuted. Belief without evidence, which is faith alone, is sufficient.
Some religions promise that belief will give adherents life everlasting. We 
hardly lived a few years before we are asked to accept on authority the great 
unknown of forever. (At least marriage is till death or annulment do us part!) 
The promise of eternal life is seductive to people who find themselves trapped 
in the drowning depression of a life gone wrong, a family member gone too 
early and life events that suggest the fragility and fallibility of human life.
“Ever since the dawn of civilisation, people have craved an understanding 
of the underlying order of the world”
 
—Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time
When humans could not find answers to satisfy their curiosity, they invented 
the supernatural world. Sceptics may laugh at the absurd claims of many 
religions and the inconsistencies and contradictions in their sacred texts. But 
believers are happy to overlook these untruths, finding comfort instead in 
their moral teachings. 
Perhaps it is because I grew up in Singapore, a country that operates on 
the ideal of meritocracy, and furthermore, perhaps because I am Chinese, 
there is an additional silent panic when unable to judge my personal relative 
positioning amongst the pack. Consumer behaviour studies tell us humans 
are more comfortable making decisions when there is another characteristic 
to benchmark items against. For instance, we feel more comfortable making 
a purchase when another item is up to be weighed against. We are unset-
tled without a reference point, unable to make an understanding from one 
data point.
It is difficult and unsettling to live life lost. My response to the disturbing 
and nagging feeling that gnaws at the back of the mind, was to ignore it, refuse 
to acknowledge it, and to flow along with life. Humans have done that, and 
will continue to do that, for we can all be alive and not be living.
“Our planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. 
In our obscurity – in all this vastness – there is no hint that help will 
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come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves”.
 
 — Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot
If what lies after death is forever hidden behind the veil, it is the ultimate 
question that science will never be able to answer – the last insurmountable 
mountain in which no logic or reason can ever pierce. The fundamental fact 
is that because we live and die, humankind will never be free from religion. 
Not all are brave or willing enough, or able to confront the vast emptiness, 
nothingness and insignificance that science and reason presses upon us.
*** 
An argument for subscribing to a faith is that it teaches one to be “good”. 
It is not fair to discount the real fear parents and grandparents have that their 
children or grandchildren could be led astray. Perhaps faith acts as a safeguard, 
providing children with a community of friends that are deemed good influ-
ences and a source of sound moral guidance which they themselves already 
subscribe to. Again this is on the spectrum that includes safeguarding, risk 
management, restriction of freedom and authoritarianism. When watching 
elders perform rites, or when urged by random elderly met on Korean moun-
tains to go to church, I cannot help but feel it is mean and wrong to discount 
their good intentions.
In an article published by The Straits Times which explored the reasons why 
youth are no longer buying into established faiths, the following quote was 
given, “I don’t think I need divine guidance to make a right or wrong decision. 
Reason alone can guide such decision-making.”
Reading this I could start to imagine why parents would feel an echo or 
even blinding panic at such reasoning. There is no universal ethics and no 
universal reasoning by which all of humankind abides. Decisions and actions 
can be rationalised always. Death row inmates have rationalised their deci-
sions to be utterly and compellingly right to themselves. Even impersonal 
statistics can and will cave. To quote Ronald Coase, “If you torture the data 
long enough, it will confess.”
In Bringsir, the third book of the Inheritance Cycle by Christopher Paolini, 
King Orrin tells Eragon, who had by now become immortal, that he was right 
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to stay his hand and not take it upon himself to slay a harmless man who had 
wronged his family. For if he had appointed himself executioner, he would 
no longer have served the law, but rather, dictated it. And Eragon should not 
have that right, King Orrin further reasons, for Eragon was immortal. All men 
would eventually be brought to kneel before their God, a higher order than 
them, for their decisions to be weighed. King Orrin tells Eragon that he is too 
powerful, for he answers to no one but his conscience.
I am unsure if this is the fear of our own mortality or a fear of shouldering 
the responsibilities and repercussions of our every decision. It seems so much 
easier to default to a heuristic that is a standard not of your own. A widely 
accepted code of honour so to speak, which can be pointed to in the event 
of dispute. Give it the sheen of the divine and who would dare question our 
decisions by extension then?
Are we afraid of our own judgements, our own power?
Interacting with faith is an inevitable part of life. Its prevalence underscores 
many of our interactions with those who live by the taught morals and values. 
No matter our internal conflict, when facing outwards and being a member 
of society, interacting with others has taken on a facade of politeness. In SMU 
we acknowledge “oh, okay” when a group member leaves meetings early for 
religious reasons – be it Thaipusam or fellowship groups. This acceptance 
and unspoken rule to not impose is a peaceful way to live. To exhaustingly 
debate from fundamentally estranged positions that risk friendship and coop-
eration is a choice that, at least in my experience, only begets pain. Who are 
we to judge another’s morals by our own standards? A culture of tolerance 
built from understanding basic elements of other’s faiths births respect. In a 
sense, drawing from the ‘Allegory of the Cave’, it is pointless to force our own 
perceptions of the truth upon others if we believe ourselves to have climbed 
out of the cave, and others to be still confined in their chairs, facing the wall. 
To them, we are the ones chained to the chairs, captivated by mere shadows.
My friend, Joel, is one of my favourite examples when confronted by fervent 
believers. Joel is strongly rooted in his Christian faith while I am adamant, and 
perhaps a touch fiercer, in my rejection of faith. But we are still great friends. 
We respect each other for our positions and understand where our standpoints 
come from. With Joel I can ask for his explanations of scriptures. Rejecting a 
faith does not exclude or preclude one from learning about the institutions or 
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from understanding their followers. To understand the great upheavals that 
stemmed from religions, we have to keep seeking understanding of these 
powerful and imaginative ideologies that have gripped billions.
“If you want to see something clearly, you cannot stand in one spot”.
 
 — Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart
I believe that all faiths can come together in the common understanding that 
life is precious and that there is value in treating one another kindly. Just as all 
races do in Singapore and other countries as well. It is not so much a dream 
as an ideal to preserve and to continue to uphold.
The only thing I remember all these years after business law class, is the 
poem by Ralph Waldo Emerson that Prof Saw Cheng Lim shared. And so after 
sharing that oft-cited poem again in Capstone, it felt as though we had come 
full circle. I was curious, was it only in Joel and I that the words continued to 
resonate? I asked Amelia, another friend of ours under Prof Saw, and though 
she could not remember who the professor was, or what class it was that we 
were in, she still remembered that quote, and she too, after all this years, car-
ries it with her. And so while you may have read this a thousand times, I will 
reproduce a snippet of this oft-shared poem here, as a record and testament 
to what ten minutes of reaching out to students can do.
“To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. 
This is to have succeeded”.
 
— Ralph Waldo Emerson
Amelia is questioning, Joel a staunch Christian and I, an unapologetic atheist. 
But we can all come together, because we are well aware of the need to be 
kind to one another. Innately, we know that our every action has a repercus-
sion on this web of intertwined lives.
It is precisely due to our differences that discussion should be encouraged. 
For it is through debate that that we start to examine the foundations of our 
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thoughts, and by being forced to defend them, examine their merits. Just as 
I strive to do in this essay. It is just that we need to take care that engaged 
parties are open to sharing and learning about the other.
Fifty years ago it would have been unthinkable to not subscribe to a faith 
here in Singapore in some form or other. Today two fundamental forces at 
work are bringing once unquestionable faith up to scrutiny. Singapore was 
built on secularism to avoid inter-racial tension. This was a line that has been 
drummed into us countless times in primary school. We carry a taught and 
subsequently unconscious tolerance, careful respect and politeness towards 
all people as a testimony to this policy.
The first reason the mindset of the young is slowly changing is due to 
increased education. As I can testify, a natural inquiry into the world teaches us 
to question and demand satisfactory answers, and to reject those that do not 
hold up to questioning. No one taught me or the free-thinkers interviewed by 
The Straits Times about the fundamentals of other religions. It is the rudimen-
tary understanding of the five pillars of Islam, for instance, and history of how 
religion’s spread across the world that informs my interactions with believers 
and breeds greater empathy and connection. Our personal instructions on 
the matter is informal and spontaneous. Teach less, learn more. From innate 
curiosity about the world and the willingness to act on it (plus an Internet 
connection) knowledge is mere clicks away. From philosophy to physics and 
bomb-making, there is nothing YouTube cannot teach.
The second is that atheism, agnosticism, questioning and free-thinking is no 
longer shunned, and the persons holding such beliefs are no longer looked at 
upon as amoral murderers. Now, not having a position is an acceptable stand. 
Around 18.5 percent of the population identifies as having no religious affiliation.
While religion does not hinder us from achieving together as a society, the 
frictions are always there.
However, this is but a facet of each person. Yes, faith shapes or dictates the 
individual’s moral compass. Save for the immoral acts universally condemned, 
these codes of conduct are seemingly benign or at the very least, carry good 
intentions. We have moved to a common understanding that is encapsulated 
in law, the common grounds required for society to function.
“We judge ourselves by our intention. And others by their actions”.
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— Stephen Covey
I propose we extend the courtesy to others, and accept the good intentions 
others might have for us.
Society may no longer need religion to function; humans, however, will. 
Especially when confronted with the terror of the unknown.
Off into the world
Driven to see everything, the moment I arrived in Europe I wanted to get off 
to everywhere within a budget flight’s reach. Try everything! Do everything!! 
Every day was greeted with unbounded exhilaration and jubilation at the new 
experiences that awaited.
In this unbounded freedom, I chose the quiet stillness of solitude as my 
feet wound through cobblestone roads, tracing the footsteps of the count-
less before me, trekked up and down mountains and cliffs and finally learnt 
this – you can have all the world, but come home to emptiness.
Prof suggested to us at the beginning of term that we did not need to go 
see the wide world; we just needed to look at the world with different eyes.
If only it was so easy to change perspectives. We learnt to say, “He looked 
at the world through rose-tinted glasses” in secondary school, criticising the 
rosy outlook the privileged had, as though they had a collection of glasses 
and could switch perspectives as they did clothes. It was an illusion that we 
could, through sheer will, empathy and imagination, see the world in a whole 
new different light.
I’m not that kind of person.
“You never really understand a person until you consider things from his 
point of view… Until you climb into his skin and walk around in it”.
 — Atticus Finch, To Kill a Mockingbird
The places I have been to, all the roads I walked on, concrete slabs, cob-
blestones, sand, dirt, mud – every one of the places I saw on my “grand tour 
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of Europe” as my father called it – left me feeling there was much more to see. 
Spending Easter in Rome gave but a glimpse as to the extent humans can go 
to reinforce their faith and rely upon it to guide their lives. For tortured souls, 
religion can give the comfort nothing else can, accepting all pain as part of a 
master design that delivers salvation at the end.
“I also like to believe that one day I shall be reunited with my parents, my 
siblings and even my pet dogs and cats in another world. This may be 
wishful thinking, but it makes me feel good inside”.
 
— Wee Kim Wee, Glimpses and Reflections
This need and sometimes near desperation for comfort in the face of life’s 
cruelties is something I do not yet know for myself and, selfishly, do not wish to 
experience. It is from trying to take one step into the lives of the hunted Jews, 
grieving French and desperate migrants that I learnt to leave the distraught 
faithful well alone, feeling it would be almost cruel to dislodge them from 
what comfort they could scavenge. In grief, blaming the luck of the draw is 
in no way reassuring.
“Religion is a highly private, personal and sensitive matter and each per-
son must be left to make up his or her mind”. 
 
 — Wee Kim Wee, Glimpses and Reflections
As Singaporeans and the world grow richer, youth increasingly are sent, or 
clamour to be sent, to foreign lands to see and experience other worlds 
during the most malleable time of our lives. We might not have it in us to 
suspend our uniquely Singaporean education-shaped mindsets that, in my 
experience, inculcated some form of stubbornness, and to which I am no 
exception. However, the places we visit for their special characteristics, per-
haps lavishness (for instance the Sistine Chapel), grandeur (the mountains of 
Lofoten) or peacefulness (a quiet monastery), will invoke feelings, reflections 
and self-examination.
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The people we meet on our travels, either as friends or acquaintances may 
lead us to reconsider our beliefs. Merely trying to pay for inexpensive plane 
tickets in Estonia left me speechless when the receptionist said he did not 
have that much money to his name.
Europe has taught me there is so much more to the world than I could 
possibly have imagined. There are millions of other perspectives on every 
perception we individually hold and we should not be so quick to pass judge-
ment. This is a first step we can take to understand one another.
A fellow exchange student from Hong Kong described her time in Oslo 
as: 一段无忧无虑的时光 (wú yōu wú lǜ de shí guāng) a happy period free from 
care or worries. In Oslo, we lived the most beautiful and peaceful stretch of 
our lives without a care in the world. I cannot help but completely agree with 
her description.
When I lie down and close my eyes, I can still clearly see the dorm room, 
the rough bedsheets under my fingertips and the light from the brilliant blue 
sky filtering through the blinds. It is almost as if I am back there in Oslo. In 
these moments I can pretend I am back there. Utterly at peace and content.
Death
An examination of the meaning of life cannot be done without first examin-
ing the common end of all humans. When pondering the question of life, it 
is easiest to look at the absence of it – of death.
A few years back, I decided that living a long life was overrated. I wanted 
to live for as long as I could be a rational, participating member of the world. 
Should I lose my ability to think, to interact, to fully experience the joy of 
debating and creating a conversation around conflicting opinions, then I 
would have lost what was core to me; perhaps all we really have inherently 
as a human – our illusion of having independence of mind.
It is said that at the end of life we will come to close our own full cycle. 
In the beginning, we are born and raised, completely dependent on others. 
We then grow, learn to take the places of those before us, and in turn raise 
children who depend on us. At the close of the long book, we return once 
again to a state of helplessness. We are stripped of abilities in the eyes of 
others. Finally as more and more deaths occur not in homes but in hospitals, 
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the final embrace is that of white walls and even whiter sheets. In its own way, 
the circle has turned and made itself apparent to me.
We are all born into the world and held by others. As my father carried me 
in my infancy, I carried my baby brother and sister, one half, and a full zodiac 
cycle behind me. The wheel continued to turn and, years back, I was able 
to carry my father, and now my brother carries me. It is strange to see cogs 
in motion in this way. Time’s linear nature in science is a cyclical experience. 
We arrive, we rise, we grow, we shrink, and we return to the dust.
“Anyone who stops learning is old “
— Henry Ford
This quote underscores the thinking that we are diminished when old. It is the 
irrelevance of old age that I fear. Society treasures the young for their promise 
and their potential. Young adults are valued for their ideas, energy and drive; 
the middle-aged for their grit and determination to keep the economy’s wheels 
turning. At the end of it all, if we make it there, the reward that awaits us is 
extended suffering from medical complications held at bay by drugs and pills.
“To a well-organized mind death is but the next great adventure” 
— J.K. Rowling
Is it fear that holds people back from embracing the next great adventure? 
Perhaps it requires a certain courage to abandon all that was done in the past 
70 or 80 years. To face the impenetrable veil from which nothing can ever hope 
to come back. At only 22, death feels like a restart button early in the game 
more than a shutting down. Rationally, I know it is not. But standing where 
I am today, spoon-fed throughout my life, all the stakes and risks are in their 
own way arbitrary in this bubble of life as a student. When I look at my grand-
mother now 86, clinging on, strict with her pills and exercises, defiant against 
every temptation by sugar – all in the name of making it to my graduation 
day, I cannot help but feel pain. Sorrow that every day with her is a hard-won 
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day. We are at the tail end of our relationship. The last 5 percent or even less 
of our time together. My grandmother brought me up more than my parents 
did. My father says I have inherited her habits.
With every visit to the doctor, every deteriorating statistic, something in 
me adds to the bulwark bracing from the tide to come. It is inevitable, I keep 
telling myself. A little bit more gentleness, a little bit more patience, and an 
almost desperately adhered need to make her laugh every day.
When faced with the crushing and dispassionate face of death, it is not 
difficult to see why the steward of death – religion, is easy to turn to. In this 
my grandmother’s stubbornness shines. Her adamant refusal to follow a faith 
or be swayed by the perceived promise of life everlasting is when her voice 
is the loudest. My grandmother, uneducated and illiterate, barely able to 
recognise her written name, is nonetheless the loudest of us all, facing death 
and proclaiming that there is nothing else on the other side. She is an atheist 
in a foxhole. Many years ago, we had our little tradition with orchid flowers. 
Saturday mornings meant buying stalks wrapped in newspaper to place by 
Yeye’s tablet. My grandmother, so strong in her rejection of beliefs nonetheless 
did this because she cannot help but miss my grandfather.
“I think I’m... quite ready for another adventure!”
 
  — Bilbo Baggins,  
The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (film)
Perhaps it is a side effect of being young that while pondering death, I feel 
a sense of detachment. Death is something that happens to others, both 
far and near, but not to me. Every day we are reminded of the fragility of 
life from news of traffic accidents, terrorism, natural disasters and more, yet 
death feels remote.
Young and fearless now, how can I possibly understand what it is like to 
face the end? On one hand, I have professed feeling invincible and far removed 
from death, yet I look both ways before crossing the road; I am not flippant 
with my life.
Having shared in class how, in the face of the shaking tracks and rumbling 
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train, all the devout advocates of Utilitarianism cannot bring themselves to 
push the fat man, how can I expect all my lofty ideals to hold in the end? Even 
Morrie Schwartz, the subject of the memoir Tuesdays with Morrie, in his closing 
chapter of life admitted to talking to God for the first time.  
Caring as we walk on
While observing how the people of Singapore mobilised themselves around 
relief efforts for the 2004 Tsunami disaster, I asked myself – to what extent 
can we care?
Our hearts might be ‘big and wide’ to quote the lyrics of the song, Singapore 
Town, but the limitation of time, space and movement applies to all and restricts 
all. After the 2008 Sichuan earthquakes, I again asked myself – to what extent 
can we care? In 2008, the newspapers were flooded with moving stories of 
how Chinese citizens across a vast country came together, each giving aid 
in their own way, from how a construction company owner deployed all his 
available machines to remove rubble, to how a mother through sheer will held 
up mounds of rubble to protect her baby. Here in Singapore, the reaction felt 
more muted than when a disaster happened in Aceh.
There is only so much we can do in our limited time and limited space, with 
our limited energy. There is a cacophony of distraught voices competing for 
attention to be an adopted cause. Everyone has their list of priorities and no 
matter how money and family rank on it, there is only so much space on that list.
We should care. When earthquakes and tsunamis strike, no one should 
have to endure all that destruction alone. And at the same time, not all of us 
are magnanimous and selfish enough in the same breath to give up all our life 
in devotion to a cause greater than ourselves, like Mother Teresa.
In our own small ways, we should be kind to one another. All our fates or 
destinies are intertwined on this Earth, the only home we have ever known. 
We should care.
It seems to be our human nature to fight against the inevitable – to leaving 
a mark, no matter how dirty or quickly erased – as a form of defiance. I came 
here! I did this! I, I, I am something! Acting as if being something demands a 
physical manifestation.
“On a mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam”. 
 
 — Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot
In the vastness of time, our temporal lives are a miracle in itself. 
Knowing that the end is inevitable, and that the stars will one day 
fade long after humankind has ceased to exist, our improbability 
for having had the opportunity to marvel at the universe and share 
in the human experience should leave us protective over the pre-
ciousness of our lives, our earth, the only home we have ever known.
“The cosmos is within us. We are made of star-stuff. We are a 
way for the universe to know itself ”.  
— Carl Sagan
What can be more beautiful than the fact that we are a part of and 
apart from the breathtaking universe? The night sky unveils our insig-
nificance and gives us the chance – perhaps more than we deserve 
– to marvel at the simple and pure fact that, despite the seemingly 
insurmountable impossibilities, we are alive. This is reward enough.
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Every day in my living memory, with the exception of change itself, only one other thing has remained indelibly unchanged: the wafting scent of burning incense in my house. The scent reminds me of many things 
– the promise that deities in the sky would bless me unconditionally whenever 
I offered my prayers to them, or risk having bad luck if I did not. For some 
reason or other, elder family members who have left for a better place ended 
up occupying a place at the altar, seemingly possessed of powers comparable 
to deities, demanding respect and endless grieving at their departure even 
though I have never seen or met them in my life.
For the past 25 years or so, I have been breathing in what’s known as 
an inherited religion. I would not go so far as to call myself a deep thinker. 
Preferring to live in the moment (or perhaps having been brought up this 
way) I was told to not ask so many questions. My parents were always right. 
Ask too much and I would be told to shut up or get whipped. 
My parents were probably brought up in a similar fashion. Born in the 1950s 
(yes, my parents are seniors now), they knew the harsh realities of Singapore 
in that era. With only one mom to eight children, and with the passing of 
my grandfather (almost comedic, as if heaven sought to play a joke on my 
grandmother, as this was her second marriage after her first husband too died 
early) – my father and his siblings were forced to eke out a living to supplement 
the household income. Perhaps out of necessity, the situation did not allow 
them to ask the “why” questions in life. Even if they did, they were beaten 
into submission by my grandmother, who by this time had taken on the role 
of matriarch of the family and had no time for questions as she held three or 
four jobs to feed the family, and only wished for her children to be sensible 
and do their part to support the family and reduce her burden. Adding to that, 
my father and most of his siblings did not even have a chance to complete 
secondary school. They lacked resources but yearned for a better life and a 
better standard of living. To them, the solution seemed clear as day – money. 
To break out of the cycle, they needed lots of it. They were repeatedly told 
to be down-to-earth and humble as these qualities would carry them further 
than education could. My mother’s story was similar – life back then was dif-
ficult and there was no time for philosophical questions.
It is possible that the harsh reality of that era impelled a need for a higher 
being to take care of them in their hardship and bless them with a better 
lifestyle. Turning to religion, my parents, along with their parents, prayed to 
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these invisible beings including their deceased loved ones. Prayers to them 
were a powerful tool. The ability to communicate with the dead, to express 
your longings for them, seemed useful in a world where no one had time for 
your complaints. It can be reassuring, necessary even, in an ever-changing 
world if you happen to be the sort of person who hated changes. 
I was brought up in similar fashion, considering what my parents viewed 
to be the right way of bringing up children. The proof of their method was 
that they beat the odds and thrived in those difficult times. 
Not surprisingly, I was told to shut up and not be rude when I asked why we 
were burning so much paper at religious rites, and causing so much pollution. 
Or when I complained that the indoor smoke from the incense sometimes 
choked me as I had a sensitive nose. If I did something wrong, I would cower 
in fear even before the punishment was meted out. Sometimes, I was whipped 
with a belt, caned or beaten with a feather duster. I was conditioned to not 
ask “stupid questions” that might anger the gods.
Critical thinking utilises a special part of our brain, specifically the cerebellum. 
Somewhere between early childhood and the onset of puberty, something 
known as synaptic pruning occurs. Under-utilised synaptic connections in 
the complex neural network of our brains are disconnected or desensitised, 
a process that is highly irreversible. I do not think that I have a lower IQ com-
pared to my peers. I am comfortable in a world of numbers; I have no issues 
looking at a spreadsheet full of numbers, making sense of it in a short while 
and telling you a story from it. But critical thinking hurts my head. Discussing 
philosophical issues trips up my brain and makes me feel uncomfortable. I feel 
the need to conjure up a meaningful response but my thoughts are jumbled. 
Words get stuck at the tip of my tongue, and I feel unsure about expressing 
my thoughts. Not knowing what I do not know scares me. 
I am taking steps to remedy the situation. Engaging in higher order thinking 
takes effort, and I have not done enough of it. Two years ago, I asked myself 
a fundamental question: where were my deities when I needed them, or had 
I been fooled? Why did I have so much trouble with my life – in school, work, 
or relationships – when I had offered my sincerest prayers for their blessings? 
Was everything a trial to test my beliefs? 
That was when I started thinking that perhaps in the greater scheme of 
things, there was no omniscient being. We have all heard the story, that if 
every grain of sand in the world represents a star in the universe we would 
run out of sand before we ran out of stars. How could there be a 
being powerful enough to create tiny things like molecules, atoms, 
quarks; and still take care of all living organisms in the entire known 
universe (and parallel universes)? 
After much introspection, I have settled on the most probable 
answer to these questions. I subscribe to the idea that Man is the 
original creator of religion – perhaps out of necessity in difficult times, 
perhaps as a tool for rulers to achieve their goals and control their 
subjects. Recognising this truth has set me free. I am unchained 
at the age of 25. I feel liberated, without fear of the invisibles that 
used to “control” my fate. I am finally taking responsibilities for my 
actions. I am now two years old and counting. Ironically, I would not 
have reached this point in my life had my parents not been in their 
own way open-minded. Thanks to them I am free to choose what 
to believe in and what not to.
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On strangers, trust and charity
Travelling into and out of Vienna is not a cheap endeavour for an exchange student. In order to shave 150 Euros off my return airfare to Brussels where I stayed for my student exchange term, I had to take a cost-
saving journey from Vienna to Budapest, from where the flight operated. 
Bearing in mind that 241 km of expansive countryside and rolling hills exist 
between the two cities, it was not an easy journey to plan, particularly when 
I knew next to nothing of the languages of Austrian German and Hungarian. 
Nevertheless, simple English got me through the ticketing process and it was 
times like these I fully appreciated learning English in Singapore as opposed 
to other East Asian countries where the local language was the first language. 
This ineptitude in foreign languages surfaced midway through my morning 
train ride from Vienna to Budapest when an angry female conductor burst 
into the shared cabin I was in.
In the cabin with me was a female young adult, possibly in her late 20s to 
early 30s. She had an open book angled in the folded recesses of her hoodie 
jacket and hair tied up in a loose ponytail. I myself was in jeans and a hoodie 
as well, and both of us were periodically adjusting our sitting positions on the 
not-very-reclining seats, trying to catch the elusive, fitful bouts of slumber. 
We were unceremoniously jolted at the instance when the said female train 
conductor burst into the cabin, gestured and asked my fellow cabin occupant 
two questions in what I could only guess was Austrian German.
With two unsure nods of assent, my fellow cabin occupant complied and 
left with the conductor. After running through four scenarios in my mind 
about what the conductor could want from her, my fellow traveller returned 
to the cabin, visibly frustrated. She began to reposition herself back on her 
seat for the rest of the journey. As my curiosity was still evident in that my eyes 
were still trained upon her body language, trying to decipher what the issue 
was all about, she caught my straying eyes and her facial expression relaxed 
to form the beginnings of an exasperated and relieved smile, seeking my 
understanding that her frustration was with the conductor and not with me. 
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I know not what possessed me next to start a conversation, perhaps it was 
the encouraging smile. At that point, I did not know if she spoke English or 
expected me to speak English. Most Europeans think we only speak Chinese 
and are surprised at our good command of English. I said a tentative hello and 
began a conversation that lasted for the rest of the train ride. I found out that 
her name was Iringo and she originally came from Bulgaria. Iringo worked 
between Berlin and Budapest in a theatre company. She has a husband and 
lovely two-year-old daughter who was celebrating her birthday that weekend, 
and she was on the way back to meet them. Our conversation then drifted 
through Singapore’s location, culture and language to Bulgaria, unrest in the 
Balkan states and economic opportunity in western Europe. 
What really surprises me is how many people have heard of Singapore but 
never knew where it lay geographically. Iringo asked what foreigners usually 
enquired about Singapore–our location, ban on chewing gum, size (they 
marvel at our tiny landmass) and of course the topic that unites the world, 
food. As I knew next to nothing about Bulgaria and the Balkans, it was not 
until I questioned Iringo about why she sought a job outside Bulgaria that I 
realised how fortunate Singaporeans are. 
Complain as we might about our government, the sad truth is that good 
governance is rare and certainly not guaranteed no matter what the nation’s 
constitution states. Long-lasting good governance is even more rare. It was at 
that moment that I realised that my peers, and indeed the wider Singaporean 
society, are taking for granted what our government has achieved. In my view, 
it has created as close to perfect a society as any citizen of any country on 
Earth could hope for. 
From her I sensed her deep love for her home country and culture, and that 
leaving Bulgaria in search of better job prospects was not an easy decision for 
her husband and her, with kid in tow. I became thankful for the good things 
I had, living in Singapore. Singaporeans are winners with more haves than 
have-nots and we should be thankful, not vocally and on bended knees, but 
in humble appreciation of what the past and current leadership has delivered. 
It is, after all, not an easy job and at times a thankless one. The less grateful 
may say that our politicians and public servants are well paid to do their jobs.
Shortly before we pulled into the arrival platform at Budapest, Iringo offered 
to check if her husband had the time to fetch me to the city centre as I outlined 
my day’s activities, culminating in my return flight from Budapest. I queried 
how to get from the city centre to the airport as not much information about 
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public transport to the airport could be found. They were not familiar as they 
had a car but they were so nice they arranged to send me to the airport later 
in the day to catch my return flight. I was appreciative of the extent they were 
willing to fit me into their busy schedule for the day ahead. 
They dropped me off at the main square of Budapest and we agreed to 
meet again at 5pm. And so I began my 6-hour city tour of Budapest which was 
woefully inadequate for a city with that much history and culture. Nevertheless, 
I made it a key mission to find a decent Hungarian beef goulash to indulge in. 
Having no plans at all and with no food in my stomach, I began my search 
for the goulash I had heard so much about. Before I could finish walking down 
a street, an unshaven young man dressed in a grey hoodie and slacks stood in 
of my way. He asked in accented broken English for some money as he could 
not find a job and had not eaten that day. Having always been a sceptic when 
it comes to blind financial charity, I struck a deal with the beggar. He could 
choose a bread in the nearby supermarket and I would pay for it. My scepti-
cism about his need for money faded away as he did indeed look grateful for 
the bread. Though I could have done more by giving him money for another 
two days, my gut judgment was that he, a healthy and young adult, could 
find a job without much difficulty. We all have to make life work somehow 
and he is more than equipped to do so. As I bade farewell to him outside the 
supermarket while he munched happily on his lunch, I walked away thinking 
more about what I had just done than if I had ignored his request at the start.
At this point I must sidetrack and discuss the issue of charity. My parents 
are tight-fisted. Ever since I was old enough to broach the subject of charity 
and seek understanding on that matter, I was taught to be distrustful of char-
ity and that we did not have enough to give others. This was evident every 
year when the yearly televised charity shows were on, my brother and I were 
sternly warned not to make calls to contribute to whichever cause was raising 
money. My mother would drag us out of the path of people doing their part 
for flag day. A few points of clarification here, my family is not poor but could 
be included in the lower-middle income group. My parents are not people 
with bad character traits. They are just socialised differently and believe in 
serving themselves before others.
It was when I began to socialise with friends that I realised my parents have 
been operating under a financial siege mode to justify their aversion towards 
charity. I learnt that not having enough to qualify as the rich in society does 
299Episodes and Epiphanies
not mean that you cannot afford to perform acts of charity. Furthermore, 
charity comes in forms other than financial aid. This was not taught to me as 
a child, and I regret my parents’ stance on it. As I grew up and gained a wider 
view of what charity entails, I found that the damage had been done – I tend 
to err on the sceptical side and refuse to participate in pure financial charity. 
In line with the pragmatism in me, I want to be in control of how I spend my 
charity money. 
This drives me to take the time to accompany whoever needed my dona-
tion to buy the necessities they said they needed. I have found that through 
the short time I accompany these people, I gained more insights into their 
situation. On one such occasion, I left an old lady 10 dollars after escorting 
her back to her doorstep as she could not walk very well and was living alone. 
I think this strategy of knowing how exactly my donated money will be spent 
and doing the due research before donating to a cause will stick with me for 
a long time to come. 
Over the years I have come to analyse my responses to approaches for 
donations. I give more leeway and am less stringent when it comes to causes 
to help animals. Perhaps animals are not accorded the same rights as humans 
are and they have no way of vocalising their suffering and plight. I say this with 
respect for higher order animals like whales and dolphins that are known to 
have complex language and social systems. I feel it is immoral to keep such 
highly intelligent animals for human entertainment. For me, humans are the 
biggest problems on planet earth and its other inhabitants.
Skipping all the touristy stuff I did in the last two hours I had in the city 
before I met up with Iringo, I accomplished two things. The first was to find a 
decent beef goulash in an air-conditioned café, which gave welcome respite 
from the summer heat. The dish was not as mind-blowingly delicious as I had 
imagined it to be but it was definitely flavourful. The second task was that I 
found a soft toy bunny that I bought as a present for Iringo’s two-year-old 
daughter’s birthday party. When I reached the meeting point at 4.45pm, I 
began to worry that the informally arranged airport transfer might not hap-
pen. After all, there was no incentive for Iringo and her husband to honour 
the promise as I did not enter into any form of contract with them. After 15 
minutes of my analysing my situation there, exasperated at myself for not 
having any contingency plan, a vaguely familiar car swerved around the street 
corner and a hand waved out of the passenger window. It was Iringo and her 
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husband! A wave of relief swept away the anxiety that had built up over the 
past 15 minutes as I eagerly got in the car. 
A happy and curious face greeted me in the child seat beside me; this was 
Iringo’s daughter. During the half an hour car ride to the airport, I became 
fast friends with Iringo’s daughter and presented her with my early birthday 
gift. She became fast friends with the soft toy bunny as well. I bade farewell 
to this amazing family whom I have met for only a day and would probably 
never see again. I left Budapest with an immensely good feeling in my guts, 
a signature feeling that only came whenever I have had a perfect day where 
everything fell into place, as if the stars were aligned just for me. 
I marvelled on my flight back on how my day started, on the sheer ran-
domness of life itself, and how I could have never predicted nor foreseen how 
my day would have turned out in between my train ride into Budapest and 
my flight out from there. Everything in between those two fixed points was 
a game of chance, and I seemed to have had a good roll of the dice. I cannot 
attribute my trusting a stranger in a foreign country that I know nothing about 
to anything other than my trusty gut instinct, which has served me well these 
past 25 years. The normal me would have declined the offer in all circumstances 
but that day, it felt right. It went against every instinct I have had since the 
start of the exchange in Europe to be slightly more paranoid, having heard 
first- and second-hand accounts of various forms of cheating, theft and worse 
situations others have found themselves in. On hindsight it seems a rash move, 
uncharacteristic of my usual self, but I am glad I went along with it.
On judgment, independence and standing by my beliefs
One year into my National Service, I was called upon to participate in an 
overseas military exercise in Darwin, Australia. I learnt much from that oppor-
tunity. It was at once an amalgamation of positives and negatives and a clash 
of nature and urban settings. For those who have watched entire seasons of 
the popular reality show ‘Survivor’, my experience then followed a similar 
plotline – a gradual increase in acrimony among participants and, towards the 
end, the inevitable clashes between the kaleidoscopes of characters ending 
in a spectacular display of human intolerance. 
Things got off to a great start when the details were first confirmed and 
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the initial meeting was convened with all members of the Forward Support 
Group. We were introduced to each other, our various responsibilities, and 
who to look for regarding certain issues. As we would be going into a remote 
training area far from urban areas, we had to rely upon each other for all our 
basic needs. This arrangement was to last a month and it was the first time in 
my life I would be travelling without anyone I knew before the exercise. Throw 
in the fact that it was free – I was getting paid by taxpayers – and its remote-
ness, and we have the beginning elements of a ‘Survivor’ series.
The initial days of our arrival were blissfully uneventful. In the tropical 
outback of Darwin you could hear morning bird calls. If we were lucky, we 
saw kangaroos silhouetted against the setting sun. Some of us tried to run in 
the morning but found the air too dry as we were accustomed to the humid 
air of Singapore. 
As the days went by, much like the dynamics of the reality show, cliques 
and alliances began to form. During this period I came to know Shaun, a fel-
low National Serviceman serving the logistics arm of the SAF. I learnt that he 
was married and had a two year old daughter. Bearing in mind he and I were 
both 19 at that time, his being a father came as a shock to me, a Singaporean 
who had been drafted into the army after junior college. We talked about life 
and how we got to where we were. 
Then came a revelation I did not expect. He confessed he was having an 
affair with another woman via Facebook and had been talking to her behind 
his wife’s back. A turning point was reached when he approached me for 
data to access Facebook so he could talk to that woman. Flashing my moral 
compass in his face, I told him not to use my data to cheat on his wife. I said he 
could use the data to talk to his wife and other friends instead, but made him 
promise not to talk to that woman. He was taken aback before saying I was 
a decent person and that I was the first friend who had stood up to him. We 
got along even better after this episode. Later that month, he revealed that 
he was charged and sent to juvenile detention centre for stabbing a man in 
Simei a few years back. He recounted the days he was involved in gang activi-
ties, and how a member of a rival gang had gone to his house and threatened 
his mother. He could not take it lying down and went to the rival member’s 
house to confront him. A knife fight ensued in which the rival member was 
permanently disabled. Shaun was sent for anger management therapy and 
to the detention centre to serve out his time. 
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At this point a random thought came to my mind, reminding me of how 
life could turn out when one acts on one’s beliefs. Or it could be that Shaun 
had moved beyond the anger management phase in his life and become 
more temperamentally stable. I learnt a lot from my interactions with Shaun. 
I am not as introverted as I had thought I was. I could adapt quickly to new 
situations. I also learnt not to judge a book by its cover, and that everyone 
has issues of their own.
On taming squirrels, enjoying picnics and glimpsing royalty
Another memorable episode in my life was my second visit to London, during 
during my exchange. Having visited most of the tourist sights on a previous 
trip, my friends and I decided to hit Marks and Spencer to pick up some food 
for a lazy afternoon picnic in St James’s Park. 
Until I went on exchange, I had never been able to understand people’s 
fascination with parks and picnics. I realised a key determinant of whether 
I enjoyed or hate the idea was the weather, and specifically, humidity. The 
media always portrays European families and couples picnicking with smiles 
on their faces while the Singaporean picture is of profusely sweating faces. 
We got to the local M&S and bought the usual assortment of picnic food, 
juices, biscuits and a bunch of grapes. After circling around the edge of the park 
nearest to the Buckingham Palace, we settled on a bench with a good view of 
an island in the middle of the park’s water body. That way we could observe 
the politics and hierarchy of the birds in the area. The pond was dominated by 
the black swans followed by a lone white swan. There was also an entourage 
of Canadian geese and the rest of the smaller waterfowl consisted of mallards, 
coots and moorhens, with the smaller ones milling around the larger birds and 
the larger birds wending their way around the smaller birds. We particularly 
loved it whenever a black swan flew a small distance and landed in the water 
and into the crowd of birds. It was the birds’ equivalent of an A380 doing a 
water landing, making a big splash and entrance. Whenever this happened, 
the smaller birds would scatter in panic, clucking and honking. It was thera-
peutically relaxing, and my first positive picnicking experience. 
Besides the spectacle and commotion happening in the pond, we had 
entertainment on land as well. Rustling in the nearby bushes and litter bins 
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were two grey squirrels. We spent a good part of our two hours there baiting 
the squirrels to come closer to our table with offerings of biscuits and raisins. 
We finally figured that they had a soft spot for grapes but only black ones as 
they spurned the green ones we offered them. After a while, the squirrels 
finally felt comfortable enough to grab the grapes out of our hands. 
My friends and I then christened the squirrel Max. The name had no par-
ticular significance. It was the first name that came to our minds. Max’s antics 
were captured on camera and video. Just before we packed up to leave, Max 
had another grape and took off into the nearby bushes.
Our exit stroll took us on a path towards the Buckingham Palace. Ringing 
the path was a short dark green garden fence. A sudden grey blur shot across 
the grass patch near us and perched on a post several steps ahead of us. The 
blurred thing turned out to be Max! By this time, Max had endeared himself 
to us and we gave him the leftover grapes that we had intended for the ducks 
along our way. Perhaps it was pre-ordained or we were just lucky but Max 
delaying us led to one of the most amazing chance encounters of my life. At 
a traffic junction where we waited, we heard cheers erupting from the crowd 
outside the gates of the Palace. A black motorcade snaked out of the open 
gates and around Victoria Memorial slowing down at our traffic light. Less than 
five metres in front of me was Queen Elizabeth II and her husband. 
My friends and I looked incredulously at each other as we could not believe 
our eyes or our luck. There was the Queen herself, sitting in her black Bugatti 
sedan, her husband by her side. Both of them did not appear to be looking 
at anything in particular. The Queen was in a light cyan dress with an elegant 
white pearl necklace around her neck. Her husband was in his black Royal Navy 
dress uniform, looking intently forward as well. Before we could fully register 
what was happening, the traffic light turned green and the motorcade rolled 
on. The black sedan was soon out of sight. 
I have always been fascinated by the idea of royalty since I was little. The 
first things as children we were taught about royalty was that there is a King 
and his Queen who lived in a castle, and who had a lot of money. In places 
without a monarchy like Singapore, we have the impression that royalty is a 
myth, something we should not spend much time on. Still, my fascination 
with them endured and it was only during my National Service stint that I had 
time to learn more about monarchies in modern states and wondered about 
the reason for their existence. I spent one Saturday afternoon reading up on 
the different monarchies around the world, specifically the British, 
Scandinavian, Japanese and the French (now extinct). I found that 
monarchies maintained their relevance by ceding power to demo-
cratically elected governments but by taking on a ceremonial role for 
which they are given generous state allowances. I used to envy the 
life of a royal, a British royal to be exact. They receive a state stipend 
simply because of their bloodline, they perform ceremonial duties 
for a living and live in the lap of luxury because it is their birthright. 
My fascination with royalty was the second period of my life.
The third and most recent period I thought about monarchies 
was the time I visited your office to discuss the details of the opera-
tion for the money suit project. Amidst the many book volumes 
and trinkets on your shelves, the photos of the Pope and Queen 
Elizabeth II stood out particularly for me. A once deeply-cherished 
dream of mine was to be a diplomat. My eyes lingered on these two 
photos, and I confessed, I zoned out of the discussion for a while as 
I wondered about your role in those photos. Shortly after the ses-
sion, I began to have stray thoughts of royalty and tried to imagine 
what life was like as one. Do they have meaning in their lives or is 
meaning given to them as they are expected to preserve and honour 
their family and traditions? Are they happier than non-royals? We 
all make do with what we have. We may come close to an answer in 
our twilight years. The 25-year-old self who wrote this essay, I hope, 
will not be disappointed.
Epilogue
After the last session of the Capstone Course, I went away with many 
unanswered questions. I remember we talked about the study of 
philosophy and how it seeks to ask the big questions of life. I had 
visualised that our progress in this world might be likened to a dot 
moving along the circular path in an ever-expanding circle. If we 
make a breakthrough, the circle would enlarge. It was not until 
near the end of this course that I had an epiphany. The universe as 
astronomers see it mirrors our thought process. We started with the 
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geocentric model where Earth was the centre of the universe, then Galileo 
had a thought breakthrough, and we shifted to a heliocentric model with the 
sun as the centre of our solar system. The universe has been expanding ever 
since it began, and comparing it with the geocentric model we started with, 
we now have even more questions about the beginning of the universe and 
what it means to our existence on a tiny speck of rock in the infinity of space 
populated with billions of galaxies. Our presence seems so inconsequential 
and yet so miraculous, a gift we must not forget to cherish and celebrate. 
Identity : 
 A Chindian View 
Aka
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Chindian 
A quick search of the word “Chindian” in Google identifies it as ‘an informal term used to refer to a person of both Chinese and Indian ancestry’. A Chindian is usually defined as someone who has one par-
ent who is an Indian and the other a Chinese, with the majority of Chindians 
being born to a Chinese mother and an Indian father. At this point, I would 
like to redefine what being a Chindian means. Similar to the term Eurasian, the 
term Chindian should apply only to cases where a child is born to a Chinese 
father and an Indian mother, not the other way round. In fact, especially in 
Singapore, most mixed marriages with a Chinese involve a Chinese mother 
and a non-Chinese father, thus, their children are termed as Inchis (for those 
with an Indian father) and Machis (for those with a Malay father).
Why is this distinction important? The racial prejudice facing Inchis and 
Chindians are similar. Having had first-hand experience and through observing 
friends who are Inchis and Machis, I believe it is much harder to be a Chindian, 
and a female Chindian at that.
Chinese privilege or supremacy in Singapore
Although our pledge argues against racism and many Singaporeans claim 
to be against racism, there is a deeply-rooted belief in Singapore that the 
Chinese are better than the other racial groups. It is not just an issue about 
a majority population causing us to defer to them when considering free 
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film screenings at local events, the order in which announcements on public 
transport are made (English, Chinese, Malay and finally Tamil) or even gazet-
ting more Chinese-related holidays than for other races (Chinese New Year 
makes up two days and is a universal holiday for all Chinese while the holidays 
traditionally for the Indians and Malays caters to religion rather than race. Not 
all Indians celebrate Diwali as some are not Hindus but the Indian new year is 
not considered a holiday in Singapore). Many friends joke that to get ahead 
in Singapore, one must marry into a Chinese family. This belief has not been 
researched or proven, but it serves to explain why for Generation X, there are 
more non-Chinese men marrying Chinese women. Having lived 22 years, I 
have only ever met one other Chindian in my life and have heard of two others. 
There is evidence of preferential treatment of the Chinese in Singapore, 
especially in the granting of scholarships by public sector bodies. In 2016, all 
five President scholars were Chinese. Between 1966 to 2015, 93.2 percent of 
the President’s Scholarship recipients were Chinese. One explanation for this 
high proportion is that the Chinese in Singapore consistently outperformed 
other ethnic groups, and not because they receive preferential treatment. I 
will not go into details about the difference in upbringing and circumstances. 
But I would like to draw a parallel to the case brought up by Malcolm Gladwell 
in Outliers where he discussed why blacks are not able to achieve as much 
as their white counterparts. Gladwell argues that the external environment 
stunted their ability to perform. I do think this may have played a part in how 
Chinese in Singapore outperform other ethnic groups. Some people claim 
to have observed a bias in favour of Chinese in other areas of social life, for 
example, in National Service. But such claims are unproven.
There is little evidence of outright racism in Singapore. My conclusions 
are from personal experience and observations, data in the public domain, 
stories from inter-ethnic couples and their children. They may not reflect 
general patterns.
1. A non-Chinese man should aspire to marry a Chinese woman if 
he wants to move up the social ladder in Singapore.
2. A Chinese man will not marry a woman who is a Malay or an 
Indian as his social standing may fall as a consequence.
3. It is hard to be of mixed blood, particularly if you are Chindian.
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Bias against non-Chinese women
Between 1965 and the early 2000s, inter-ethnic marriages numbered less than 
2000 a year. It was not until 2005 that the number of inter-ethnic marriages 
shot past the 2000 mark. It has been rising ever since. In 2015, the number of 
inter-ethnic marriages stood at 4,142 for civil marriages. Of these, 20 percent 
involved non-Chinese men marrying Chinese women. There appears to be 
a bias against marrying women who are from the other two majority races 
in Singapore. Chinese men marrying non-Chinese women make up the vast 
majority of inter-ethnic marriages. They married women who are not Malays 
or Indians. 
Figure 1. Top five ethnic combinations for inter-ethnic civil law marriages
I have observed inter-ethnic couples in the course of my life, and even in 
university. These couples are usually a Chinese female and a Malay or Indian 
male. There are few cases of a Chinese male going out with a Malay or Indian 
female. In one case, the Chinese male is not a pure Chinese but has a mother 
of another race, belonging to the “others” category.
The difficulties of a Chindian
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From this point on, I draw on personal experiences and conversations with 
people both of mixed ethnicity as well as those who are Chinese, Malay 
or Indian. 
There are three reasons why I believe it is harder to be a Chindian than 
any other mixed ethnicity, namely, Inchis, Machis, and Chinlays in Singapore:
1. The standards of beauty we are held to are impossible to meet 
due to genetics.
2. From the earlier argument, it is harder to find a husband.
3. We belong in neither world that we should have access to.
Three conditions are necessary for these reasons to be valid:
1. Chindians in my generation are labelled as Chinese as the new 
race groups encompassing mixed ethnicity were only introduced 
in 2011. We are classified according to our father’s ethnicity.
2. Since we follow our father’s ethnicity, we were raised Chinese, 
that is, we celebrate all the Chinese holidays instead of the 
Indian ones. We learn Chinese in school and, considering the 
herd mentality of similar races, are not identified as Indians as 
we neither celebrate or practise Indian traditions. Also, we do 
not speak Tamil and are measured against Chinese rather than 
Indian standards.
3. Chindians typically have a South Indian mother rather than a 
North Indian mother as the Indians who settled in Singapore 
were primarily from South India. Our genes ascribe darker skin 
on our mother’s side, therefore, we look more like Malays due 
to our skin colour.
Beauty standards
Arguably, standards of beauty change over time, so there may come a time 
when people who look like me are considered beautiful by Chinese standards. 
For now, I am sticking to the common perception of Asian beauty. Beautiful 
Asians are fair to the point of being almost ghostly, have a slim physique and 
straight or only slightly wavy black hair. I look different with my tan skin (whose 
colour is sometimes characterised as café au lait or latte), wavy (bordering on 
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curly) hair, and larger and curvier body than most Chinese girls.
People of Chindian descent are less likely to meet the impossible stand-
ards that Chinese themselves have trouble meeting. What makes it worse is 
that while Chinese girls cannot meet all three requirements, they can meet at 
least one or two. Chindians, like my sister and I, find it difficult to change our 
appearance even if we diet, straighten our hair permanently or bleached our 
skin. The greatest obstacle blocking our entry into the Chinese world remains 
the difference in skin tone. Though some Chinese have skin tanned through 
outdoor activities, a tanned Chinese still looks very different from a Chinese 
with a mixed heritage.
Husband hunting
Depending on one’s family, one may or may not be open to the idea of mar-
rying outside of one’s race. Ironically, while Singapore is increasingly more 
open to inter-ethnic marriages, the idea of a Chinese male marrying an Indian 
or Malay woman is not widely accepted. Even marriages of Chinese woman 
to Indians do not meet social approval. There is a historical tension between 
Indians and Chinese. Many older generation Chinese still believe Indians are 
not their social equals. Many in the younger generation, consciously or sub-
consciously, refrain from developing inter-ethnic relationships.
Chinese men are less likely to date Chindians. Some may think them as 
not Chinese enough. Non-Chinese men who are keen on Chindians may be 
interested because of the Chinese surname the Chindians carry. Either way, 
the marriage chances of a Chindian woman are limited.
Singapore being a collectivistic society, family opinion on marriage has a 
large sway on how people think. Most of my Chinese family members and 
peers claim to not be against inter-ethnic marriages. Family conversations 
among the elders, however, reveal a bias against a male Chinese marrying 
a non-Chinese female who is Malay or Indian. On the other hand, excluding 
Muslim families, non-Chinese families are okay with the idea of a non-Chinese 
male marrying a Chinese female, but they prefer her to be fully Chinese.
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Access denied
As mentioned, Chindians like myself cannot assume an Indian identity as we 
do not speak Tamil or celebrate Indian holidays or traditions. Our Chinese side 
of the family does not fully accept us as we do not look Chinese due to our 
skin tone and features.
I have walked into many classes and events where people immediately ask 
me if I am in the right room as “this is for Chinese people/students”. It is easy 
to excuse this as my skin tone can be misleading. It is the subsequent con-
versations that make you aware of the patronising attitude (“you speak good 
Chinese despite being mixed” or “this (insert mistake or quirk) must be because 
you’re mixed”). This treatment is not unique to Chindians. Most mixed peers 
of mine have recounted similar experiences. Even family members 
blame problems of their children (such as laziness) on the other race. 
Bad behaviour or attributes are blamed on the non-Chinese side of 
the family, regardless of whether it is the mother’s or father’s side 
that is Chinese. Why this is harder for Chindians than Inchis is that 
Inchis will identify with their father’s race. The Chinese side may 
not accept them fully but they receive affirmation and acceptance 
from their father’s side, especially as they do celebrate and speak 
the language of the father’s family. On the other hand, Chindians 
cannot identify with their mother’s side, while the father’s side will 
not accept them fully.
The solution?
I know of only one exception – a Chindian I met. This particular 
family had a different outcome due to two reasons:
1. The children were raised in both cultures as they were 
Hindus who also celebrated Chinese New Year and 
other Chinese festivals.
2. The children could speak both Hindi and Chinese as 
they learnt Hindi outside of school (up to a certain age) 
while learning Chinese as a subject in school.
The children in this family faced less painful encounters due to race. 
Their family did not have a superiority complex on either side and 
the children could identify with both sides.
Two things must occur for inter-ethnic children, whether Inchis, 
Machis, Chindians or Chinlays, but particularly for Chindians, and 
likely Machis, if they are to overcome the three challenges they face:
1. The families of both parents cannot harbour any rac-
ism toward the other.
2. The children must be brought up to be part of both 
cultures, speaking the languages of both parents and 
celebrating their traditions.
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Conclusion
As you can tell from the tone of this essay, I am a frustrated Chindian. My expe-
riences are not the worst of the people in my group. But they have worsened 
as I grow older. I feel dissatisfied and unhappy as a person of mixed blood, 
even though sometimes I am told it is cool to be of mixed blood. I can only 
suppose it is a situation where the grass is greener on the other side. While I 
wishing to be fully accepted as a Chinese, I find such remarks quite upsetting. 
I do hope people who are of mixed parentage will find greater acceptance in 
social circles but until that happens, I myself am opposed to the idea of mar-
rying a non-Chinese due to the experiences I have had.
Identity : 
My Struggle and Search
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Joel Tan
While deciding on a topic for this Capstone essay, I considered many ideas. But none seemed as compelling as the struggle I am hav-ing, a struggle both deeply personal and profound. I think the 
time has come for me to put down on paper my very private thoughts on a 
predicament that many, I believe, may also be grappling with. 
The struggle
Unlike other struggles where there might be an eventual solution, this struggle 
of mine could be likened to a patient suffering from a terminal illness, cancer 
for example, where there is no specific treatment but different expensive 
packages for alleviating the illness depending on how healthy an individual 
is, with no guarantee of a cure. As much as possible, I have tried to box up this 
struggle into the furthest corner of my mind while keeping myself distracted 
and occupied with activities, always in the hope that one day it would mysteri-
ously disappear. I often find myself exhausted from overworking because it is 
just too painful to think about having to spend time reflecting on this struggle. 
With each year that passes, this struggle has produced more anguish as 
the truth sinks in. How I wish there was a silver bullet to diminish the anguish. 
Many times, after mustering enough courage to face this uncomfortable truth 
in the quiet solace of my room, I would break down, as the feeling of helpless-
ness seeped in and tears of desperation trickled down my cheeks. As I regard 
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myself as a fighter, someone who does not easily give up when confronted 
with adversity, you would know how crushed I felt – this attraction I have for 
persons of the same sex. 
At this juncture, it is critical to differentiate between having a same-sex 
attraction and being gay. In western culture today, the word for a person with 
homosexual feelings would be “gay”. However, this word refers to far more 
than just a person’s sexual orientation, far more than the gender that they 
are attracted to. The word “gay” has come to describe an identity as well as 
a lifestyle, often tainted with negative connotations of promiscuity. Usually, 
those who refer to themselves as “gay” mean that their sexual preference is 
one fundamental way they characterise themselves. For this reason, I avoid 
using the term as much as possible. 
Throughout my education journey, I have been wondering whether this 
anomaly is due to environmental factors, or a person’s genetic make-up. The 
quest for an answer led me on an inward journey. I use the word “anomaly” as 
only a minority of the population experience same-sex attraction. For almost 
10 years, I was in an all-boys school and my first prolonged interaction with the 
opposite gender only happened in junior college. By then, one would know 
either explicitly or implicitly, one’s own sexual preference. Could environment 
have been a great factor? Scientific studies have suggested that those strug-
gling with same-sex attraction might have been traumatised in childhood, 
abused as a kid or lacking a father-figure. 
I posed this question to an older friend of mine whom I trust and respect. 
It turned out he shared the same struggle as I. He had thought deeply about 
this issue and concluded that environmental factors – the lack of a father-figure 
in his childhood and the lack of paternal guidance – had left an irreparable 
void in his life which influenced his sexual identity. This was not the case for 
me. My childhood was fortunately filled with love and happiness most of the 
time. Genetic make-up could be a factor. I ran through the list of relatives in my 
family tree. I discovered that one cousin also experiences same-sex attraction, 
but was discreet about it. From my perspective and after doing some second-
ary research, my take is that same-sex attraction is due to a combination of 
environmental factors and genetic make-up. 
I was brought up in a traditional Chinese family with Confucianist values. 
Same-sex attraction was a subject that was never discussed openly in a fam-
ily setting. Indeed, every parent assumes their children are “normal”. This fact 
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is compounded in a fairly conservative society in Singapore that has yet to 
be receptive of the larger LGBT community. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
affirmed the country’s stand, “Singapore is basically a conservative society…
The family is the basic building block of this society. And by family in Singapore 
we mean one man, one woman, marrying, having children and bringing up 
children within that framework of a stable family unit.” 
Singapore’s law is no exception. Section 377A of the penal code states that 
‘any male person who, in public or private, commits, or abets the commission 
of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by any male person of, 
any act of gross indecency with another male person, shall be punished with 
imprisonment for a term which may extend to two years.’ Back in October 
2014, the Singapore Supreme Court ruling upheld the country’s ban on same-
gender relationships between consenting adult men. Even so, Section 377A is 
seldom enforced. Similarly, in our neighbouring country Malaysia, the rights 
for those with same-sex attraction are mostly unrecognised. The Malaysian 
government has chosen to retain this rule from the colonial era mainly due 
to Islam, the nation’s official religion. It is not uncommon that many religious 
groups, including those in Singapore, tend to discriminate against the LGBT 
community.
However, it is heartwarming that the world has made great strides in accept-
ing the gay community. Singapore, though at a slower pace, is no exception. 
In recent years, the strength of participation in the annual Pink Dot event has 
been increasing, with the support of large sponsors such as Google, Barclays, 
BP, JP Morgan, Goldman Sachs, to name a few. Tim Cook, the current CEO of 
Apple, publicly announced his sexual orientation on November 2013, a bold 
decision that divided Apple fans. Nevertheless, our Prime Minister dissented, 
“No, I do not think Singapore is ready... In Singapore, there is a range of views. 
There are gay groups in Singapore, there are gay people in Singapore and 
they have a place to stay here and we let them live their own lives. And we 
do not harass them or discriminate against them.” He voiced, “But neither, 
I think, if you ask most Singaporeans, do we want the LGBT community to 
set the tone for Singapore society? The society is basically a conservative 
one. It is changing, but it is changing gradually and there are different views, 
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including views especially from the religious groups who push back... It is 
completely understandable.”
Feeling the pressure crushing me from the inside, late this year, I decided 
to seek help and guidance. Would I be able to find solace and comfort in spir-
ituality? I thought to myself. Whilst being involved in the university’s Christian 
Fellowship Association as well as in my church on Sundays previously, I felt 
inwardly a disconnect between church members and myself. When ques-
tioned by my concerned contemporaries on my irregular attendance from 
church, I brushed them aside, saying I was uncomfortable with the “rituals” 
of the weekly fellowship. It was the best excuse I could offer. Deep inside, I 
knew the true reason. 
Due to the stark conflict between Christian teachings and my personal strug-
gle, I could not attend the weekly fellowship sessions without feeling anguish 
and guilt. I felt exhausted and loathed myself for putting on a façade every 
week, a mask of cheerfulness. Though surrounded by many compassionate, 
kind churchgoers, I felt a deep loneliness. It did not help too, whenever the 
month of the Pink Dot event drew near, the church would reinforce its stand 
on LGBT issues. No one apart from God knew of my intimate struggle. That was 
when I decided to open up – I consulted my campus pastor and close friends. 
I can vividly recall the reaction when I mustered up the courage to share my 
struggle with another individual; I broke down in sinful guilt as tears streamed 
uncontrollably, almost enough to fill a glass of water. I do not usually weep. 
Culturally, for males it was a sign of weakness and others might see it as a 
lack of emotional control. However, strange as it seems, as the guilt poured 
out, I felt a certain warm comfort that words could not describe. The message 
I gathered from reading self-help books and from my campus pastor was 
harmonious and congruent – homosexuality is unnatural; it is a sign of God’s 
judgment; and homosexual sin is serious. I began to question myself. Cruel 
as it may seem, I did not choose same-sex attraction. A piece of advice given 
was that thankfully, homosexual sin is not inescapable. With repentance and 
faithfulness, we can remain joyful in healthy singleness. 
Singleness! What a word! Coming from a family-oriented environment and 
being a pragmatic person, the thought of being single throughout my life irks 
and frightens me. Admittedly, I do feel at times exasperated with certain aspects 
of my life, as I contemplate issues which really matter to me. That means that 
I cannot live up to what my parents expect, which is to get married and have 
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children. That means not having an apartment from the government till the age 
of 35! Being a naturally competitive person, I strive for the best in everything I 
do that is within my control. This includes planning carefully my journey of life. 
While I can envision certain events, my future career progression for example, 
love relationships and marriage are some issues I just cannot foresee. It is as 
though I have lost the key to unlocking the next step in life. In the world in 
which we live where free sexual expression and relationships are encouraged, 
can we expect singles to refrain from being loved by another? Perhaps a major 
underlying reason on the need to unconditionally love and to be loved is that 
unconditional love is a powerful medicine for one’s soul, healing past shames 
and dissolving isolation, loneliness and sorrows.
The search for meaning
Sam Harris, American author, philosopher and neuroscientist, noted that 
people waste much of their time when life was normal, that they regret what 
they cared most about and that their attention was bound up in petty con-
cerns. People like planning for the future, either to mitigate certain risks or 
to anticipate what is coming next. Harris claims that the reality of life is now; 
by that he means we should live in the present. The conscious awareness of 
the current moment that a person has is already a memory of the past. Every 
person knows that their epiphany will arrive: there are just not that many days 
in our life, no matter how long we live. What matters most is our consciousness 
and contentment. How then, can we be truly fulfilled in life, given that all lives 
must end? Harris concludes by stating that the meaning of life for most people, 
is to create culture and form close-knit relationships. Everyone is constantly 
trying to create an ideal world their minds want to be in. 
While the meaning of life in the perspective of Harris is to be contented in 
the present, Richard P. Feynman, a Nobel laureate and professor, offers another 
viewpoint. He mentioned that the meaning of life is to explore and find out 
as much as we can about the world we live in, from appreciating the beauty 
and intricacies of nature to understanding the fundamental laws of physics. 
We should be comfortable to live with uncertainty, to live with doubt and 
the unknown. He adds that it is much more interesting to live not knowing 
all the answers to life than to have answers which might possibly be wrong. 

One should not feel frightened by not knowing things. Richard P. 
Feynman concludes by saying that once a person doubts and starts 
questioning, it becomes harder to believe. 
Personally, I concur with Richard P. Feynman. My curious search 
for meaning in life at the age of 24, has led me to question more, a 
process often leading to greater doubt and scepticism. One chal-
lenge was whether to confront the bold message of Christianity. Did 
a God really live and step foot on this earth, the same earth that I 
now live in, 20 centuries ago? Though raised in a relatively Christian 
family, I had never actually given much thought to this question in 
my adolescent years. It was only during my National Service where 
time was abundant, and later during my university education, that 
I began venturing deeper into reading more about Jesus Christ and 
his teachings. To my amazement and perplexity, I realise that the 
message of the Bible has indeed been consistent and congruent 
throughout different generations of time. Despite having fought 
no wars or physical battles, it is an indisputable fact that His sphere 
of influence extends way beyond any historical war heroes. It took 
me a great deal of time to internalise and understand the world 
with an omnipotent, omniscient God and my own struggle with 
the Christian faith. 
Almost everyone faces struggles in their life. It matters how one 
deals with them. How does one reconcile the struggle of same-sex 
attraction with the teachings of Christianity? Many regard homo-
sexuality as one of the worst sins. But the teachings of Christianity 
do not describe homosexuality as an unforgivable, unerasable sin, 
or as a sin Christians will never struggle against with. There is no 
lack of self-help advice out there. In accepting myself and what it 
means to be human – fallible, sinful and mortal – I would not deny 
that the search for meaning through spirituality and religion have 
been positive for me. I am reassured that the fears of rejection and 
isolation are unfounded. 
Ultimately, the realisation of choosing to transform my personal 
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weakness and pain into something beautiful and glorifying allows me to be at 
peace with both myself and the world. I truly believe that by fully utilising my 
talents to the best of my abilities and serving others wholeheartedly without 
any ulterior motive is something that would provide meaning in my short, 
temporal stay on Earth. 
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Identity : 
Still Struggling to 
Make Sense
Nameless 
“Tell me about yourself”. This was always the first thing I was asked dur-ing interviews. It was a question I could answer with rehearsed ease. I always presented an image appropriate for the occasion as much of 
my life has been one of maintaining an image and identity society wanted to 
see. All humans strive to have an identity because to lose your identity, or to 
have none in the first place, is to lose our humanity. Born to a staunch Chinese 
Christian family, not only was homosexuality a foreign concept, it was taboo in 
every imaginable way. Never in my mum’s wildest dreams would she expect 
her son to be gay. Everything she did seemed was spiritually correct in her eyes, 
I was brought up in a Christian home, attended church and did my prayers, 
yet I still turned out this way. She made it a point to remind me that my name, 
which means “flock of God”, should serve as a good reminder to never stray 
from the path. The irony was that I turned out to be the black sheep of the 
family. Confused as she was, she only saw things from her perspective and 
failed to consider what I was going through. To her, it was a simple dichotomy 
of choosing between being gay and straight. 
Some studies suggest that an imbalance of hormones in the body may 
predispose one to being homosexual. If this were the case, then does it not 
hold true that people are born gay? While I wish to subscribe to this belief, 
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society has brainwashed us to believe that being gay is something due to 
a kink in your developmental years. Socarides, an American psychiatrist, 
claimed homosexuality arises from having an over-controlling mother and 
a disengaged father. Lacking a real male role model, the child becomes gay 
because he is trying to find his own masculine identity, which was absent in 
the child’s developmental years. Whatever the root cause of homosexuality is, 
I knew that I was in search for my identity. What exactly was my identity – was 
I just going through a phase? Was I bisexual or was I truly gay? I played out 
countless alternative scenarios in my mind – scenes of my future self, happily 
married with kids as well as the darker ones where I saw myself old, gay and 
single, with all familial ties severed. It was an endless tug-of-war going on in 
my head with no finality to it. 
On hindsight, I had probably been gay all along. It was not exactly obvious 
when I was still in primary school, but my inclinations started manifesting in 
secondary school before peaking sometime in junior college. I always had a 
crush on guys but these were fleeting moments which I attributed to puberty 
wreaking havoc on my body’s hormonal balance. 
Even so, I was careful never to show such inclinations to anyone. Pretending 
to be straight throughout secondary school and junior college was the only 
thing I could do. This straight male persona was a façade for the emotional 
mess that was me. It was one of the many masks which I wore to present a 
public face that was deemed more acceptable than the one hidden beneath. 
I get that its normal that there will always be some discrepancy between 
one’s true identity and what society expects of its inhabitants. To some extent, 
everyone fakes a little, be it as a form of social courtesy to the other party or 
because the situation calls for it. No matter how hard we try, we will never be 
able to tame the rules that govern society to suit our whims and so, we don a 
variety of masks as we go about our daily lives. I see no wrong in that so long 
as one remains aware that he is only wearing a mask and ensures that he does 
not allow himself to be so drawn into portraying that false character such 
that it subverts his true identity. The danger comes when one is so fixated on 
maintaining a certain image that one subconsciously allows this mask to form 
his core identity. I was one of those who fell into the latter group and allowed 
this false identity to take control of my life for a good eight years. That was a 
good eight years of being in constant mental pandemonium and feeding the 
parasite that needed my constant attention to survive. 
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Carl Jung, one of the most famous psychotherapists of the 19th century, 
wrote that during the ages of our teenage years to our mid-30s, we wear 
multiple identities, which then define our personalities and sense of self. For 
some, the masks they don become firmly attached such that they completely 
absorb this hypocrisy. However, these masks do not last, for they are not real 
and soon crack under the pressure when the discrepancy between our true 
identity and that of the mask becomes too great a burden to bear, leading to 
what we know as the mid-life crisis. 
In my case, this mask I wore cracked sooner than what Carl Jung had 
predicted. I was starting to experience symptoms of depression as early as 
14 because of my identity conflict. I always tried to portray myself as a hetero-
sexual male. Growing up in a staunch Christian household meant that anything 
that deviated from what the Bible taught was deemed sinful. The only time 
the topic of homosexuality was brought up was when I would hear my mum 
blaring over the sound of the television when the media openly portrayed 
homosexual men. She would often say in a rather scathing tone: “What is 
wrong with the world? We are living in the end times. If you have a problem, 
let me know.” She saw such explicit portrayal of homosexuality on the media 
as signs that society was lapsing into a “Sodom and Gomorrah” state. As direct 
as she was with her words, she hardly used the word “gay” when warning me 
of how sinful it was. I believe it was her form of defence mechanism. By not 
using the word explicitly, she could continue to deceive herself that her son 
was not gay. I recall the night of Boxing Day 2014 when my group of gay friends 
came over to my place for Christmas dinner. Unfortunately, not all my friends 
concealed their homosexuality well and my mum took notice of one whose 
mannerisms may have seemed more effeminate than what was warranted 
for a guy. After my friends left, she asked why one of my friends was so “girly” 
and warned me never to become like that. For the sake of maintaining the 
Christmas mood that year, I gave a conciliatory nod and went about clearing 
the mess, knowing well enough I may have missed an opportunity to try to 
bring her one step closer to understanding my struggles. 
It was not like I never tried reasoning it out with her. While my arguments 
were grounded in science and reason, hers came from a higher place – the 
laws of God. There exists no room for discussion when religion comes into 
the picture. After all, religion is based on dogma, which gives it the privilege 
to be free from bearing the burden of proof. When I tried to rationalise with 
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her that no rational person would willingly choose such a life of persecution, 
I saw in her eyes a split second of contemplation, as if, maybe she saw some 
truth in my words and sympathised with my plight. However, that did not last 
long, as it was soon replaced by a steely gaze that tore through any hopes I 
had harboured. She simply replied with a short and curt answer, “It is still a 
sin.” For her, it was a simple and effective method to end the discussion by 
invoking the name of God. 
For most staunch Christians like my mum, this homosexual topic has been 
framed as an issue regarding one’s sexual ethics. The church’s argument has 
revolved around several biblical verses that implicitly frames homosexuality 
negatively. The sin of Sodom and Gomorrah, for example, was drilled into my 
head as a kid attending Sunday school. Only much later did I begin questioning 
what I was taught. I tried to reconcile my position as a Christian with that of a 
gay man. I researched how to be a godly Christian and tried to find passages 
in the Bible that was supportive of homosexuality for I feared burning in an 
eternal hell. As I read more, I thought maybe there was some chance I could 
have such a meaningful discussion about the interpretation of the Bible with a 
church leader, since I was not able to get it with my mum. I hoped that maybe, 
I could hear someone tell me that it is alright to be gay and still be a Christian. 
With enough material and research supporting my stance, I daringly asked 
the church deacon who led my Sunday school class if there was a possible 
reconciliation of the two seemingly opposing ideals – homosexuality and the 
teachings of God. I cited the example of Sodom and Gomorrah, pointing out 
that the verses meant it was those immoral acts taking place in the cities, such 
as the prevalent raping of both men and children, that was sinful in the eyes 
of God rather than homosexuality per se. However, like my mum, I was shut 
down and told not to misconstrue the word of God. I was not expecting that 
reply. Who said the word of God was not open to different interpretations? 
Those were one of the last few times I went to church. As mentioned earlier, 
you simply cannot argue with religion. 
I knew this lifestyle was not a choice, as opposed to what was preached, and 
deep down I knew I could not change it regardless of how many conversion 
camps they might try to put me through. How can God, my creator, breathe 
life into me but plant a seed of sin that would doom me to hell? How could I 
be judged as sinful in his eyes if being homosexual was not even my choice 
in the first place? This irony left me hating myself even more, and ever more 
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confused. I could not be a part of something that was going to condemn me 
for being who I was. I began generalising the problems with the church to the 
greater Christian faith and sought to unplug myself from this system into which 
I was born. I went to church in the hopes of finding answers to my question 
but left more uninformed. I needed concrete workable answers that would 
illuminate my path but was only given “God works in mysterious ways” sort 
of replies, which was as good as saying nothing. I realised I could not rely on 
others for answers but I had to figure out the answers on my own. I decided 
to accept my homosexuality and left God, not out of hate towards him but 
rather to stop myself from going insane. 
Escaping the church did little to resolve the turmoil within. I was still too 
fearful to let anyone in on my secret. My classmates in junior college sensed 
I was different and it did not take them long before they found out about my 
secret. Derek Jarman, an English film director, said that pain can be alleviated 
by morphine, but the pain that comes with social ostracism can never be 
taken away. I was ostracised by my classmates. There was this invisible fence 
that divided me from the other boys who were perceived as “normal”. One 
thing especially potent about ostracism was that it was unilateral. This meant 
that there was no way for me to change the circumstances I was in. Feeling 
a lack of control in the school setting and within my own home, I turned to 
meeting people online for sex. It was the only thing left I could control in my 
life. If people were to ask if this was my cry for help, I would tell them no, as 
people cry only if they believed there was someone out there that would hear 
their cry. I knew what it was like to cry for help and have no one hear me. This 
continues until one day, one just stops crying because realisation finally sets 
in that no one will ever hear those cries. 
I started suppressing my emotions. I became numb to what I was facing 
in school and to my mum’s lack of concern towards my struggles. I gave in to 
my temptations, believing it was a panacea for the problems I was facing. This 
marked the beginning of a downward spiral into a very real and dark abyss. I 
met dubious people who took advantage of my naivety. To be fair, I did the 
same to others as well. That period was the darkest moment in my life. I was 
morally corrupt and lacked the empathy towards others. At the start, I was 
repulsed by how prevalent sex parties and infidelities were in the gay scene 
but I soon became a part of it and was so accustomed to it. I recall after a night 
of having had too much alcohol, I shared a king-sized bed with two couples. 
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I was making out with one of them even when his partner was on the very 
same bed. I became part of this morally corrupt system without realising it. 
Thus, I understand if the reader feels I am being hypocritical here when I say 
I am sick of this depraved lifestyle so characteristic of a gay man. 
I continued this life, constantly using online chatrooms to expand my net-
work. Then one day, ‘Grindr’ came along. It revolutionised everything for me. 
It was so easy to meet people by searching for gay men in one’s immediate 
vicinity. It meant I could basically go to any part of the island and pop over to 
someone’s place for a quick one. With the app, people made efforts to know 
you only to use you as a piece of meat. The anonymity that it afforded also 
played into a darker side of our psyche such that we perceive another user as 
just a beautiful torso in a sexual video game. Grindr conversations were crude. 
There were only two topics that were ever talked about – boredom and horni-
ness. But boredom is in truth a thinly veiled code for being horny, so there was 
no real difference there. I was perfectly fine with this at first. However, over 
time I realised that waking up in a stranger’s bed the next morning is literally 
the most humiliating thing. After the adrenaline wore off, feelings of disgust 
and self-loathing filled me knowing I served no further purpose in that guy’s 
life. It crippled my self-esteem and left me questioning what I truly was and 
my place in world. I experienced Grindr fatigue or more broadly, I was tired 
of this lifestyle of never-ending debauchery. 
I turned my back on that side of life and suppressed any inclinations towards 
guys. I donned my mask once again and got into relationships with girls as it 
was deemed proper to live a heterosexual life. I found something that I was 
not able to find living as a gay man. I became more accepted when I had a 
girlfriend, which happened in army. I found that I had more things in com-
mon with my camp mates. I finally had an identity, which had been missing 
in my life for quite a while. Viktor Frankl was quoted as saying that suffering 
ceases to be suffering the moment it finds meaning. For me, this meaning in 
life was establishing an identity deemed acceptable by others. I was satisfied 
with my life for a while. 
During the period I was attached to my then girlfriend, I momentarily forgot 
about my past. I never told her or my new friends anything about my past for 
fear I would be judged for daring to be with a girl after defiling my body with 
other men. However, I could not help but notice that my past never left me. It 
laid dormant within, occasionally poking through the cracks and exposing its 
ugly head. There were a couple of times I took second glances at a 
handsome guy as we walked down the street. Thankfully, she never 
suspected anything and just assumed I was checking out his dressing 
style. I was able to go through two years of my army life, pretending 
to be straight all the way up till university. I was emotionally attracted 
to her except that my sexual attraction was stronger towards guys. 
I thought I was a straight man stuck in a gay man’s body. 
Those two years were not always easy. It was a daily emotional 
roller coaster for me, masquerading as a straight male whenever I 
was around my friends or in front of her, but finally removing the 
mask in the seclusion of my house. This took a toll on me. I was never 
truly happy. As if being a part of this false act where I was the main 
lead was not enough, I felt immense guilt being in a relationship 
with someone, knowing full well that I was deceiving her. There was 
no possibility that it would work out in the long run and so I ended 
things with her. We ended things on a rough note, as I could not 
explain the real reason why I needed to end it. I lacked the courage 
to tell her the truth. I was completely fine with being portrayed as 
unloving and a douche than tell others the real cause of the split. 
This was the last time I was in a relationship with someone of the 
opposite sex. Looking back, what was scary was how conformance 
to society’s standards could change my perception of how I viewed 
the opposite sex. Majority influence is very real. Taunt a person long 
enough, indoctrinate one long enough and you will be able to break 
one’s spirit, albeit momentarily, to conform to the will of the majority. 
This was the end for me, I could no longer keep up with it. I finally 
tore off the mask that concealed my real identity. 
Fast forward to today, I am no longer the conflicted naïve boy I 
was when I was younger. It could have been that the countless epi-
sodes of rejection have steeled me against the unforgiving nature 
of the world. I was no longer feeling confused or battling my inner 
demons. Do not confuse this with a state of Nirvana. Rather, I chose 
to detach myself from the expectations demanded of me. I do not 
fit my mum’s Christian identity nor do I fit conform to the prescribed 
identity of how a guy should behave. I no longer care about that 
anymore. With that realisation, what I perceived as the absolute truth 
was really nothing more than a particular group’s interpretation of 
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the world as we see it. I found peace in Nihilism, which states that nothing 
matters or that nothing really matters. To be a Nihilist is to acknowledge that 
no matter how much I value conforming to an identity imposed on me by 
society, it was just that, a mere identity that I valued. What this means is that 
this view of being straight or to even have an identity in the first place, is not 
the “Truth” because no “Truth” exists in the first place; it is all a construct of 
the mind. It solely exists in the mind and that is that. 
With respect to the greater scheme of things, we humans are insignificant 
with no real purpose and unlikely to exact any significant change in the totality 
of existence. So, what does this all mean for me now? Whether I believe my 
identity is that of a gay man, a man still hiding in the closet or one of the count-
less other identities that exists out there, it does not matter anymore. I exist 
as a person, with or without an identity, but this existence is void of meaning.
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Family and Filial Piety 
Hou Chee Peng Mark 
My Family Story
A complex family
I come from a complex family background, one that I can hardly accept even until today. My father, retired, is 71 years old this year (born in 1945) while my mother is 55 years old (born in 1961). As you can see, there is a wide age 
gap of 16 years between my dad and my mom, and the age gap between my 
father and myself is 47 years! I often get people who think my father is my 
grandfather due to his age. 
I have five siblings in total – three older step-siblings and two biological 
siblings. I meet my step-siblings only once a year during Chinese New Year. 
My father had been through two divorces and my mother is his third wife. My 
family is not well-off and we try hard just to get by every day. I live with my 
parents and two biological siblings who are my older and younger brothers. 
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I believe my family is much more complex and less advantaged as compared 
to most Singapore families.
Both my parents did not receive much formal education. They could do 
only low-skilled labor. My father used to be a private bus driver before retiring 
and my mother currently assists a canteen vendor at a secondary school. We 
are poor, and there is no hiding it. Because they received little education and 
also spent most of their time trying to make ends meet for the family, I hate 
to say it, but they were not fantastic at parenting my brothers and I.
I myself took a lot to absorb what I have just typed out. Sometimes I ques-
tion as to why I was born into this family. I resign myself to fate because there 
is nothing that I can do about it. 
A father I cannot connect with
My relationship with my father is extremely poor. We can no longer con-
nect with each other. He has a terrible temper, always raising his voice at my 
younger brother and I. I remember his ridiculous behaviour, such as throw-
ing my younger brother’s clothes out of the house when he came home late. 
He scarred my childhood when I was growing up, and left me helpless and 
scared as a teenager.
Perhaps due to the wide age gap, it is difficult for us to understand each 
other. He is stubborn in his thinking. He does not know what I like, or what 
my favorite food are, after 24 years. He chaffs at everything, often taking his 
anger out on my mother. On multiple occasions, he has even gone to her 
workplace to create a scene. My brothers are equally frustrated with him as 
I am; we find it vexing to communicate with him. The broken relationship 
between us has become so undeniably dire. Sad to say, I grew up experienc-
ing little of a father’s love.
Most important woman of my life
Thankfully, I have my mother. My mother is my pillar of support in the family. 
Being the only woman in the house taking care of four males, it is insane! 
But she is one strong woman whom I truly love and respect. She has been 
through so much hardship, sometimes taking multiple odd jobs to earn an 
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extra income, a large part of which I realised recently (now that I am about to 
graduate), was to save for my education fees. Although she did not discipline 
us very well, she put her children first, above everything else. A lyric from a 
Chinese song  appropriately says 世上只有妈妈好 (shì shàng zhǐ yǒu mā ma hǎo). 
This truly resonates with me. She is and will always be the most important 
woman of my life. Although my family is not well off, my mother has always 
tried to teach me certain moral values as I grew. “Even if we are poor, we 
should still try to help people. Happiness is not just about money. Giving can 
be happier than receiving, 施比受更有福! ” (shi bǐ shòu gèng yǒu fú)
Hence sometimes in class, when we discuss how happiness should be 
perceived, I am always reminded of my mother. During her free time, she 
would go to elder activity centers and temples to do volunteer work. When I 
see her helping others, I could saw that was true happiness for her.
Filial piety – a social problem?
On a side note, this got me thinking about the last lesson of our Capstone class, 
where the first group who presented posted a question to the class: “Will you 
take care of your parents, or send them to a nursing home when they are old?” 
To be honest, I was furious and found the question disgusting. I thought it 
was a given that we should take care of our parents like how they took care 
of us when we were young. Of course we should do the same for them in 
their old age. To my great shock, there were actually responses from class 
members who believed it was right to send them to nursing homes. I agree 
that I should withhold my judgment but in this Asian and Chinese-dominant 
society, are we not forgetting our roots and basic values of filial piety and 
teachings by Confucianism? 
I still remember watching Chinese legendary folktales on the television 
when I was much younger and I recall the character Nezha (哪吒 né zha) from 
the League of Gods (more well-known as 封神榜 fēng shén bǎng). He mentioned 
the following particular line in a scene which has been embedded within 
me from then on – 削肉还母, 削骨还父 (xiāo ròu huán mǔ xiāo gǔ huán fù). This 
means that as children of our parents, we owe our entire existence to them, 
including our flesh and bones. There is no escaping that. 
Hence, it shocked me to hear the differing views that some people have 
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on this matter. Perhaps western influence or even the practical materiality 
of life have caused us to move away from such basic ethical principles and 
values that used to shape us as human. As social and emotional creatures, I 
believe we indeed have become “colder” and the society has, sadly, moved 
backwards in this aspect.
As the saying goes, 百善孝为先, 饮水要思源 (bǎi shàn xiào wéi xiān yǐn shuǐ 
yào sī yuán) – of all virtues, filial piety is paramount, one should remember the 
source from which the water that we drink springs. It implies that if a person 
does not know how to be good to his or her own parents, how can he or she 
can do good to other people? 
Bad terms with dad, should I still remain filial?
I am and will be filial to my mother without question, given all she has done for 
me. What about my father with whom I cannot even communicate? Wouldn’t 
it be hypocritical if I advocated for people to be filial to their parents, yet can-
not face my own father? 
I have been trying to reconcile this broken relationship with my father but 
always to no avail. Deep down inside I wish I could be filial to him. My attempts 
have failed umpteen times. But I should and will keep trying.
My POV
“No family is perfect, we argue, we fight, we even stop talking to each 
other at times but in the end, family is family… the love will always be 
there.”
— Unknown
I wish to believe that this is the case. Yet I cannot help but notice how fortunate 
other families are, especially when I am exposed to mostly well-to-do families, 
such as the ones many of my SMU friends have. It may be too early to judge, 
but at the very least, they are able to communicate with each other effec-
tively. It would be a lie if I said I did not wish for a family like theirs – complete, 
functional and doing well. I am not proud of the family problems I 
have, as such I am always very discreet and secretive when people 
ask about my family. I hide and keep my problems to myself and 
pretend everything is okay, but truth is, I never was.
 The ‘Happiness and Love’ project
On a brighter note, this problem of mine led me to embark on my 
group’s project topic on Happiness and Love. I suggested doing this 
so that we could explore and gain insights into how different age 
groups view Happiness and Love. It occurred to me that perhaps 
the wide age gap between my father and I might have caused us to 
view happiness and love differently. The hidden objective for myself 
in this group project, was for me to learn how I could better under-
stand and connect to my family, especially my father. It was good 
because I never knew my course work could touch on this sensitive 
topic and perhaps even help me with this troubled relationship. 
Opening up from now 
So what happens now? Will I be able work my way around and get 
through this hurdle? I do not know. But one thing I know for sure, 
my time is limited. My father is aging, and it haunts me constantly 
that one day I may live to regret not doing certain things for him 
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such as telling him I still love him. It is difficult, but I will do it one step at a time, 
and it probably should start with me opening up to talk to him. 
As a grown-up son, I find it harder to express affection than a daughter 
probably can. It is certainly weird to be saying mushy words with a family that 
has never done that before. In that case, it has to be through small actions. 
Right now, I am also planning for a family trip to China next year, hoping it 
can give us a fresh start. We have never travelled to any country together as a 
family, not even once (except to the neighbouring country, Malaysia). Flights 
have been booked and everyone seems pretty excited about it. I hope this 
can be a turning point and of course, that after the trip, the family can become 
closer and tightly knit. 
I promised myself to make a constant effort to connect with my parents, 
showing them appreciation and spending time with them to make them feel 
happiness and love, just as what my findings of the Capstone group project 
have uncovered for me. 
The final journey 
I beg your pardon for this long story about my family. I had never thought that 
there would be a chance to pen all this down, and to put all these precious 
thoughts of mine into words. In this hectic, fast-paced society and school envi-
ronment, there has not really been a time for me to write about my feelings, 
and especially on this topic that I myself consider taboo. This topic is especially 
dear to me and I sincerely appreciate this opportunity for this much-needed 
self-reflection. This is a wake-up call, and a time for me to get my act together; 
to make corrections as a son before I regret it.
Now that I am about to graduate, this reflection journal indeed has served 
as one last closure to my SMU journey before I embark on the next phase of 
life. The past three-and-a-half years have been nothing short of amazing. I am 
grateful for the great Friday morning insights each week. They take me away 
from the stress I undergo on weekdays. They have been my best way to close 
each week as I take a step back and ponder about life and the philosophy 
topics discussed in class. 
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Looking Back
Lee Tye Wei
Introduction
I never met my late grandfather as he passed away months before my birth. However, members of my extended family had always told me that my grandfather lived a good and meaningful life. As a selfless Chinese busi-
nessman that lived a life of merit, he always placed the needs and wishes of 
family, friends, employees and community before his own, even to the extent 
of gifting half his stake in the family business to his long-term, non-familial 
company employees. This was to make certain that their livelihoods were 
protected for the future. In my late grandmother’s eulogy for my grandfather, 
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she mentioned that in light of his failing health, he sought to ensure that his 
family remained united in subsequent years. This prompted him to spend his 
life savings to redevelop a piece of land that he had owned into four separate 
houses, allowing his children to stay close to each together, with help just a 
stone’s throw away.
Throughout the years, as I found out more about my grandfather from 
relatives and family acquaintances, I began to question if such honourable 
behaviour could ever be emulated by us, Generation Y (Gen Y) today. In 
Singapore, we are often criticised as a generation that lacks resilience, empathy 
and compassion, a claim that is true to a certain extent. I certainly did not go 
through hardships similar to what my grandfather underwent, which included 
travelling from China to Singapore with a group of loyal friends on a dangerous 
boat journey across South China Sea and having to endure the adversities of 
World War II. I was also very fortunate to grow up in a pleasant environment 
with a stable society, where education was readily available and accessible.
In two months, I will be graduating from university and entering the corpo-
rate world. Tertiary education here in SMU has been nothing short of amazing. 
Diverse academic curriculum coupled with opportunities for international expo-
sure and a vibrant student life contributed to a holistic education. However, as 
I ponder over the direction that I would like to take in terms of career, family or 
life in general, I realised that we as members of Gen Y are in constant cognitive 
dissonance over choosing between what is right (based on our own personal 
values), and what is most socially acceptable (based on societal norms). The 
life of my grandfather, focused on earning merit and relationship-building, 
is something many, including myself, would want to emulate, yet not feel a 
pressing need to. Why is this so? The thought-provoking discussions in the 
Capstone class prompted me to start my search for this answer by looking back 
at the environment that I was brought up in, and analysing the new definition 
of success in today’s highly competitive Singapore society. While this search is 
still ongoing, delving deep into the past to search for answers has shed some 
light on the harsh reality that many of us are entrenched in today.
What is our new definition of success? Is success just about 
fame, fortune, power and gratification?
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The average Singaporean spends more than eight to nine hours a day at work, 
which takes up more than half of our waking hours (Evans, 2014). Work and 
life are so integrated today that work has become a big part of our identity. 
Many of us want our work to be meaningful. However, we often question if 
purposeful work is even possible considering the fact that most companies, 
even the well-intentioned ones, are designed to extract the most out of us 
(Marsh, 2010).
So one might ask, how do social institutions go about preparing us for this 
reality? In SMU, we spend approximately 3,000 hours or more over a course 
of four hectic years sitting in seminars, studying, completing personal assign-
ments and collaborating with group mates on projects. As a whole, these four 
years have greatly shaped us to be more analytical and better-prepared for 
the working world. By honing our minds to be more critical, we are set on 
track to achieve some or even a considerable amount of fortune, fame, and 
power. Ironically, what results is a constant craving for gratification through 
academic success and achievement, one that feeds off our ability to attain 
goals in school or in our careers, whether is it during internships or full-time 
employment.
At the same time, students spend approximately 80 to 100 hours on com-
munity service. Any additional time spent in this area compromises the 3,000 
hours we have for studying. Whether is it to take on additional community 
service hours, serving the school community by becoming student leaders, or 
contributing to student life by joining CCA groups, there is always the internal 
struggle against chipping an hour or two off the 3,000-hour block of time 
we have for studies. On a personal level, I feel that student leadership, co-
curricular involvement and community service have really touched my heart 
and changed the way I view the world and people around me. Nonetheless, 
I too was stuck in this constant battle against my reluctance to compromise 
my studying hours.
When did this battle start?
In 2012 when I entered SMU, I chanced upon a series of corporate videos posted 
on SMU’s YouTube page that showcased how its graduates were able to reap 
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the benefits of the SMU brand, securing job opportunities easily.
Hui Ting, an analyst at Accenture mentioned that “most of my professors 
are very experienced people from the corporate world and students get many 
internship and job offers as well. My experience in SMU has been life chang-
ing.” Other interviews were similar in nature, with a clear emphasis on how an 
SMU education has benefited them and enabled them to secure a job in big 
multi-national firms such as Accenture, J.P. Morgan, Google, et cetera. Clearly, 
the prized outcomes of employability and the ability to secure a well-paying 
job in an established corporation can be attained through the large network 
of corporate contacts that SMU has developed as well as its well-regarded 
broad-based holistic pedagogy. While these videos have shifted their focus 
away from career achievement to student life over the past few years, this 
particular set of videos uploaded in 2012 still resonates with my peers and i 
till today, as it exemplifies the never-ending vicious cycle of goal-setting and 
goal achievement so prized in Singapore today.
I first entered this unforgiving cycle at a very young age. At four, I skipped 
local kindergarten education due to my father’s overseas posting, and therefore 
had no experience in phonics, something my peers in primary school all had. 
After I entered Primary One at the age of six, I failed my first few English tests 
so badly that my English teacher thought I was either a slow learner or had a 
learning disability. Believing that this was true, I spent the next two years in a 
special after-school class designed for slow learners. I was eventually discharged, 
however, once the instructor found that I did not have a learning disability, just 
a weak foundation. That was my first step into the harsh Singapore education 
system where a failure – or falling behind the pack – leads to social stigma and 
you get labelled as someone with a possible learning disability.
Why is this problem so prevalent in Singapore today?
English dictionaries define failure as “a lack of success.” If that definition is true, 
does it mean that we have failed in life if we have not become a successful 
person? This conclusion has negative implications. It does not value learning, 
experience, or growth. These are all means by which we achieve the outcome of 
a possibly successful life. If we fail to become rich, famous or powerful, should 
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we be deemed as not having a successful life?
We are all creatures of habit, and many of us are stuck in the endless pursuit 
of momentary happiness as we have been programmed to do by our social 
environment. In a way, fame, fortune, power, and materialism dictate our way 
of life. As oblivious young adults who have yet to experience life fully, we crave 
gratification from positional goods and seek well-paying jobs as a means of 
achieving success and security in life. We are fine with slogging through long 
hours at jobs we hate to obtain positional goods we do not need, just to impress 
people we do not like. Even after being exposed to alternative viewpoints, we 
choose to succumb to habit and lose control of our behaviours after making 
a New Year resolution for change. This over-emphasis on fame, power and 
fortune has contributed to great wealth inequalities to the extent that the 
top one percent of the global population holds half of the world’s wealth. 
Detaching oneself from material wants is easier said than done because of 
external factors like peer pressure, family obligations and societal expecta-
tions, which are all part and parcel of our life experiences.
Meaning from life experiences
The debate on the real definition of success leads us to the question of whether 
we can find meaning in the things we do, in order to justify the success that 
we have earned. American neuroscientist and philosopher Sam Harris argues 
that humans are constantly trying to build and repair a world that their minds 
want to live in. This is the reason why we have cultures and form relationships, 
which are all needs that go beyond basic survival. Hence, our actions and the 
meaning we attribute to our life experiences are mediated by how we per-
ceive things around us. When we identify gaps in our lives, we take action to 
rectify them. This process is double-edged. In the finite number of years we 
have on this earth, we constantly regret things we have done or failed to do. 
I too am guilty of such behaviour, especially during the later stages of educa-
tion in polytechnic and university where I would spend days reconsidering 
choices I had made.
I like to plan for the future only to find out that things seldom go as planned; 
my expectations were either too high or wrongly set. To plan is natural human 
behaviour but overdoing it means we may fail to enjoy ourselves in the present.

We let negative thoughts of the past and visions of the future 
cloud our minds to the extent that we end up living in a delusional 
state. This behaviour is exacerbated by the strong need to conform 
to social norms or compete with over-achievers. I feel that George 
Bernard Shaw was right to observe that “Life isn’t about finding your-
self. It is about creating yourself.” We all need our own road map and 
to find a path that guides us back to the present moment regardless 
how far we have drifted from it. Success should be self-defined and 
happiness a way of life, not a goal or destination.
A more empathetic and liberal approach to life
Are we set for a good life if we can draw our own road map and 
maximise our ability to live in the present? As Antonio L Rappa 
said during his talk in class, “We only have our own lives to live and 
should adopt a more empathetic and liberal approach to handling 
our relationship with others.” It reminds me of the path my grand-
father chose. He sought to increase happiness, both intrinsically 
and extrinsically whenever possible, by living a life of merit. With a 
sincere motivation to help others, we can contribute to society con-
structively and reduce suffering in the long run. Even profit-driven 
companies can achieve this outcome. Henry Ford once said, “If I had 
asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.” 
The assembly line concept that his company introduced radically 
changed the production of automobiles and hence, the daily lives 
of millions of people.
A motivational philosopher Jay Shetty once shared, the key to 
meaning in our lives may be making connections with others. Making 
our lives or life experiences meaningful is to do something useful 
for others. Performing small acts of kindness, imparting knowledge, 
mentoring or designing new products, all these ways of serving others 
can give joy and go a long way in helping us achieve a meaningful life. 
I recognise the importance of reciprocity in our social life. It allows 
individuals and societies to cooperate and advance. 
In conclusion, we can view our lives through different lenses, 
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but no one lens can ever be a perfect fit for every person as each individual 
is unique. Be it in terms of upbringing, family obligations, social networks or 
even personal beliefs, the ability to comprehend individual differences is key 
to understanding ourselves and finding what we want in life. It will be crucial 
for me to synthesise my knowledge, adopt the right attitudes, and take actions 
that are beneficial to everyone around me who contributes to how I derive 
meaning in my daily life. Acknowledging that success is more than self-grati-
fication, and that reciprocity and earning merit could lead to a well-balanced, 
meaningful, and happy life, the lens of empathy – one that places me in the 
shoes of others and allows a better understanding of their situation – should 
make up a larger piece of this lens that I create. With graduation coming near, 
I am hopeful that this lens will be complete, allowing me to enter the working 
world with a fresh perspective on life.
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Looking Forward 
Sherlyn Cheng 
It’s November 2016, and in two weeks, I will be done with the formal educa-tion system.With graduation delayed by a semester, I have had more time to muse 
over what my years in SMU mean to me. 
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I recall the elation and awe I felt for the novelty of university life, as well as 
the frustration and restlessness I experienced by my third year of university. I 
was jaded by the fact that I had been in the education system for a decade-
and-a-half without much of a break, and I could not wait to leave. At that point, 
I was sick of assignments and exams, and disenchanted with a system that 
demanded my time and commitment to core modules that I had absolutely 
no interest in. 
However, during the first few weeks of my final semester, I was anxious 
and jittery. The notion of leaving the education system was frightening – no 
longer would I have this “safety net”, a system that was so tolerant (even wel-
coming) of mistakes and creative experimentation. A pity I only encountered 
this in my final four years of education, for everything else prior to university 
emphasised rigidity, routine, and “model answers”. 
Take the day of my Capstone pair presentation on ‘Religion and Morality’. 
My presentation partner, Melanie, and I were extremely nervous. Right before 
our presentation, we had a small discussion to figure out why this particular 
presentation made us, a pair of final-year students, so uncomfortable. Religion 
was a contentious topic, one that we had been conditioned throughout our 
lives not to discuss openly. Melanie was a devout Christian who found the 
words of Matt Ridley “utter bullshit” – during our discussions, I found myself 
not refuting the things she said about the article, or even pretending to go 
along with some of the points she raised. Or I shrugged my shoulders. What 
was I, an agnostic, supposed to say? I did not have the verbal power or courage 
to rebut her faith. Life had hardly prepared me for conversations denouncing 
a topic so central to an individual’s identity. 
And that was exactly what made me so nervous, a point I raised during 
our pre-presentation discussion. She felt that any kind of discussion involving 
religion was not ideal as it would come off as aggressive and insulting. In con-
trast, I expressed my gratitude for the assignment. Other than conversations I 
have had with other sceptics like my father and boyfriend, I have never actu-
ally had the fortune of being part of any that examined religion as objectively 
and comprehensively as this one. Singapore society has little tolerance for 
such contentious discussions, and I was presented with a rare opportunity to 
facilitate one in the safety of an academic setting. Once I leave school, where 
else would I find such a haven?
This brings me to a reflection of my SMU experiences, which will comprise 
346 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
of a mix of things I have learnt and/or realised throughout my years as a 
university student. 
East of Eden by John Steinbeck : The freedom of choice
East of Eden is a favourite in how it emphasises the idea of choice. One of the 
characters, Lee, brought back a translated excerpt from God’s conversation 
with Cain. The line read as “Thou mayest rule over sin”, which provided the 
pivotal insight that man had a choice in whether he would triumph over sin, 
and by extension, a choice in deciding the course of his life. This was in contrast 
to previous translations that read as ‘thou shalt’ and ‘do thou’, which signalled 
predetermination or some form of divine promise. 
The idea of choice functioned as an important source of strength and 
clarity for me in how I made my choices in and even beyond SMU. There 
was my choice of Political Science as a second major in spite of advice from 
peers to not take it because it was “too hard” and that it would “kill my GPA” 
(which was not fantastic, to begin with). There was also the choice of what I 
would do after I graduated. Instead of the corporate route, I made the choice 
to become a counsellor, which would entail an additional two years under a 
Master’s Programme. 
I do not deny feeling pressured with regard to my career choice. I have 
been reminded that counselling may not provide the same financial stability 
as that of a corporate job. Plus, this meant that my father would be forking 
out additional money for my school fees. Regardless, I have held fast to my 
decision because I have chosen to believe that while the road ahead might 
be tough, there is more fulfilment to be found. 
Most importantly, East of Eden continues to remind me that no matter 
how difficult things can sometimes get, and no matter how helpless I may 
feel, I will always have some form of choice. It can be something as simple as 
choosing how I process my thoughts and feelings, to adjusting my perspec-
tives, or simply trusting my judgement. 
Housekeeping by Marilynne Robinson : The inextricable and 
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inevitable nature of loss
I read this book as a Literature requirement in junior college. While it was a 
painful read (this book is one that requires repeated readings to be appreci-
ated), the lessons I have learnt remain with me. 
In her book, Robinson uses the metaphor of flooding and nature to high-
light how loss is a pervasive force that cannot be contained or kept at bay by 
any sort of barrier. Characters who create and follow routines religiously as 
a way of maintaining order are loss-averse, and do not realise or accept the 
futility of their actions. As a result, their stories are made more tragic by how 
their systems fall apart when their lives are touched by loss. 
This spoke to me deeply about our need as individuals to find ways to 
explain the unknown and unpredictable, and to make sense of loss. One of 
my more memorable experiences with loss was during my time as a second 
year junior college student till my second or third year in SMU, when I was 
struggling to deal with my eating disorder. During those years, I felt like I had 
encountered loss in its most profound form – the loss of control over my own 
life in terms of my thoughts, feelings and ability to perceive the world around 
me. My mental health left me with the constant feeling of insufficiency and 
inadequacy, and it consumed my life entirely. 
I was entrapped in what seemed like an endless cycle of self-harm and 
self-loathing, and I did not know how to separate reality from the world I 
had constructed in my own mind. I isolated myself in varying degrees from 
friends and families, and avoided gatherings when I could. Needless to say, 
it affected my academic performance in my A-Level exams and my desire to 
excel academically in university. A significant part of my bulimia was tied to a 
feverish drive for achievement I had in the past, which left me averse to stress 
for fear of relapsing. Yet at the same time, I was not content with mediocrity. 
Neither my A-Level results nor my university results helped to boost my self-
esteem – especially not university, given how the grading system makes it so 
difficult to get an ‘A’. 
Just as how Robinson depicted loss as something that is expected yet unpre-
dictable, and that some are more vulnerable to the effects of grief than others, 
one of the hurdles I experienced was accepting that anyone can fall victim to 
mental illness. It is not in any way reflective of an individual’s capabilities, nor 
does it mean that the person is weak. The need to accept the parts of myself I 
had lost to bulimia, and to continue looking forward as I worked on 
rebuilding my life, also parallelled how Robinson’s characters were 
forced to move on after each wave of loss had disrupted their lives. 
And just as how Sylvie and Ruthie from Housekeeping embrace the 
knowledge that loss is a pervasive force that is a constant in our 
lives, I strove to come to terms with the fact that dealing with my 
mental illness was going to be a lifelong journey. 
Tess of The D’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy : The injus-
tice of human existence 
Tess was a tragic figure who faced punishment for forces beyond 
her control. She was exiled after she was raped, and shunned by 
her husband when she confided in him. Left with little choice, she 
married her rapist whom she eventually killed, and for which crime, 
she was executed. 
Hardy used Tess as a central figure to emphasise the injustice 
of human existence, and that “justice” in fact comprised arbitrary 
norms and laws. These serve to establish a kind of moral code 
that condemned an individual, leaving little room for empathy or 
consideration of the individual’s circumstances. At the same time, 
Hardy also employed the motif of nature to highlight its role as a 
spectator, as well as its indifference to Man and his problems. These 
themes resonated with me during a sharing session I had with my 
Overseas Community Service Project group mates. As part of an 
exercise to get us to bond emotionally, my OCSP leaders had us 
sit on the grass in Fort Canning Park to exchange stories about a 
life-changing experience.
The conversations took a dark turn towards topics such as deal-
ing with depression, losing a parent, finding out that a parent was 
having an affair, etc. It was an eye-opening experience that made 
me realise the extent to which injustice pervaded our lives. Asking 
why some of these tragedies befall us is a moot question, for some-
times we have to undergo certain experiences in order to become 
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the people that we are today. 
Sitting on the grass, surrounded by the stars and trees made me keenly 
aware of that fact, as well as the painful insignificance of human life and its 
struggles compared to the vastness of the Universe. In spite of that, there is 
comfort to be found in the shared tragedy of the human race – to this day, I 
still think of that group conversation and how it had helped to put my issues 
into perspective. 
Looking forward
Graduating from SMU brings to mind my father’s advice that sometimes we have 
to fulfil certain roles and complete what we need to do before we can pursue 
our passion. Prior to enrolling in SMU, I had wanted to enrol in a veterinary 
school in Canada. I was instead coaxed by my father to at least “get my basics 
in order”. This meant obtaining some form of local academic qualifications first, 
and joining veterinary school in the future if I was still interested. 
Although it was a sacrifice, my years in SMU have shown me the value of 
my father’s advice – the need to strive for a balance in staying grounded while 
defining my ambitions. In some ways, I am thankful for how my SMU experi-
ences have influenced my interest in counselling.
As the next phase of my life approaches, I am both fearful about moving 
on but also restless with the urge to grow up and leave university life behind. 
Most of all, I want to make the most of my time – I did not want my last months 
in SMU to be a point of regret when I looked back in the future. 
Asserting my choice to remind myself that education is a privilege, and 
choosing to find meaning in my assignments and interactions with my group 
mates have resulted in a challenging, liberating and rewarding final semes-
ter. With this, I am left to view my graduation with a bittersweet mix of relief, 
anticipation and apprehension. 
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Prologue : 
To be Continued 
Quek Yee Ler 
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PART 1 - Prologue
Some say the world will end in fire, 
Some say in ice. 
From what I’ve tasted of desire, 
I hold with those who favor fire.  
But if it had to perish twice 
I think I know enough of hate 
To say that for destruction ice 
Is also great 
And would suffice.
— Robert Frost 
You said we could write anything we wanted – no rules, no guidelines, no anything. Well, I have no idea how to start this essay after having been bound by rules for so long. This class was partly about philoso-
phy, something close to your heart that you have shared with us. So, to start, 
perhaps I will share with you something close to my heart. Reading.
Yes, I know it is not very exciting, maybe an oddity since so few people read 
nowadays. Few read for the joy and the pleasure of the written word, fewer 
appreciate it. Especially, to students, reading has become a chore – you read 
textbooks and journals because you do not have a choice, and you even read 
novels for grades. Those who do read, read self-help books, financial books, 
books that have practical uses. 
I have always loved reading, loved the sensation of just sinking into the 
book while everything fades away; time and the petty squabbles of the world 
fall silent. I have always wanted to be a writer of sorts, always loved the way 
language shapes minds, people and perspectives. In the beginning, I said 
I did not know how to start this essay. Well, I do now. I will write a story of 
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my experiences.
Privilege has been mentioned several times during this course. It is true 
that I am privileged enough to be attending SMU, never mind that I will be 
saddled with debt before I graduate. I will not be whining about my poor 
lot in life. You can still hear the echoes of old resentment and bitterness, the 
residue of wounds that have healed, but are not forgotten.
My parents make just enough to not be considered poor, but just a little 
too much ($20 too much in fact) to qualify for financial aid. I grew up in the 
heartland, studied in neighborhood schools and had a relatively happy and 
normal life; until I decided to pursue my degree at SMU. 
I have always known that everyone has different backgrounds and experi-
ences, but it was only in SMU that I realised there was a large gaping chasm 
between other students and myself. Even in orientation camps where everyone 
was sharing what they did during the long break, the most commonly heard 
lines were, “I love traveling, so I toured country xxx by myself.” I, on the other 
hand, had spent almost nine months working 12-hour days as a legal secretary, 
like many friends. I experienced a culture shock; my life experiences, values and 
upbringing were too different from theirs. I have worked two jobs ever since 
I started my degree course to support myself, give my parents an allowance 
and to save enough for my tuition fees. When I mentioned to SMU friends 
that I gave my parents an allowance, they were shocked. Someone even said, 
“why should I give them a portion of what I have made? I have earned every 
single cent of that money.” Oh, that person was not wrong in saying that, it 
was just that we were brought up differently and I understood what he meant.
In my time at SMU, I have seen friends who could drop everything at short 
notice, whip out their credit cards and book a flight to destress. I rarely joined 
them because I had work commitments and needed to plan for additional 
expenses months ahead. I relished and resented my financial independence at 
the same time. I was proud to say that I supported myself for four years without 
any help from my parents. But I envied my friends who had the freedom to make 
choices with little thought. Yes, I could have asked for help from my parents 
and they would have given it to me but I wanted to see if I could do it on my 
own, and so I did not want my parents to bear an additional financial burden. 
This is ironic, isn’t it? That I should chaff at the shackles I placed on myself.
These instances are just examples of the differences in upbringing and 
experiences among SMU students. The greatest difference between us was the 

school we attended. Never have I felt more keenly the effects of social reproduc-
tion – the elitism and racism of people who have gone to brand-name schools. 
For me, it reflected the worst by-product of Singapore’s education system. 
Someone from an elite school told me to my face that “neighborhood 
school kids are stupid, crude and vulgar.” Another said “you don’t sound like 
you come from a neighborhood school… and that’s a compliment!” I have 
never been more insulted than in that instance, not for myself, but for my 
other friends, people with whom I have grown up. If that is the mentality and 
attitude of some SMU students, I fear for the future of our society. Those two 
remarks are some of the many I heard. These people are the future leaders of 
our society, the future employers, future policy-makers! Nothing I could say 
right now could change their condescending attitude towards others. Friends 
I have grown up with were reduced to caricatures and stereotypes. I must 
admit I too have biases; I have had to modulate my accent (that they find so 
crude, so offensive and so uneducated) to fit in, to ensure that I do not get 
turned away from opportunities and that my group mates do not doubt my 
competence. Because first impressions matter so much, what you say, how 
you say it and which school you went to affect your future deeply. 
Meritocracy has shaped the thinking of many SMU students. I do under-
stand why they act that way. How could you begin to understand others 
when you never had the chance to interact with them? Your friends are from 
the same socio-economic background, you go to the same school, and you 
think the same thoughts. Our education system has created a Gordian knot 
of social reproduction. 
I have experienced worse. I have heard a few SMU students belittle minori-
ties, especially Malays. In one ethics project meeting, someone said “Oh, Malays 
are only good for one thing, driving. The only time I talk to any one of them is 
when I tell my Malay driver (in National Service) where to go.” Isn’t it sad, that 
the only time he had contact with a person of another race was during his 
National Service when he was 18 years old? Yes, you can defend the country 
from threats, but who will defend them from you? Other comments I heard 
were, “Malays are useless; they wait at home for handouts.” Yes, these are just 
words, some will say. They don’t hurt anyone. But they do! When words are 
repeated, they can affect a person’s thinking and behaviour. 
I can understand why elitism exists in our society. How can it not when peo-
ple of different races do not mingle and stereotypes develop. When people do 
355Prologue : To be Continued 
finally meet, the stereotypes are so entrenched that they are hard to dislodge.
So what is the point of these three pages of an angry rant? Well, you have 
just read the prologue of my story. Right now, I am a humming bird or a pen-
dulum, trapped between two worlds. I understand both sides. Chapter One 
is about how I start my journey; I want to be in policy-making or help change 
the education system. I want to bridge the gap between the worlds, before 
it becomes irreversible, before people grow too unhappy, before we have a 
freak election like that in the USA. 
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Goodbye : 
Not a Suicide Note 
“人有悲欢离合，月有迎亲圆缺” 
(Rén yǒu bēi huān lí hé yuè yǒu yíng qīn yuán quē)
Puar Si Wei 
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It is quite comforting to know that there is a finite number of goodbyes in our lives. The last, of course, being our own. While there are many goodbyes, for instance those made at the airport or when you part from your friends 
after a gathering, people delivering these goodbyes generally assume it to be 
the equivalent of the Chinese “再见” (zài jiàn) or see you again. The goodbyes 
that I explore in this essay are more permanent. 
“Goodbye” as a word is paradoxical to me; there is nothing good in itself 
when one says “bye”. I suck at goodbyes. Truth be told, I do not know what 
not sucking at goodbyes is like but as a Chinese boy who grew up in a typical 
Chinese family, I struggled to express my feelings and emotions which prob-
ably explains why I am so poor at goodbyes. 
Yet, I crave affection and seek relationships. I yearn for such with people, 
places and even objects, falling in love easily and quickly. My problem with 
goodbyes is exacerbated by an innate desire to create bonds and links to 
people and things. It is a numbers game, the more things you love, the more 
things you eventually have to say goodbye to. 
The following is a chronological list of notable goodbyes in my short 25 years. 
Primary school goodbyes
I recall being a 12-year-old thinking I knew it all. I had experienced enough 
“hardships” through studying, tuition and violin lessons. I had learnt enough 
things from school to make a dent in this world. I knew enough friends and 
was determined to keep them around all my life, even often visualising in my 
mind, living together or being their neighbors in the future. I still had age as 
an excuse then.
I recall having to choose schools, yet not knowing how and what criteria I 
was supposed to use to decide. I recall going to school with my family on results 
day, heart in my mouth, fearful of disappointing my parents. They wanted me 
to do well much more than I wanted to myself. I recall sitting cross-legged in 
the assembly hall, casting furtive glances at my parents standing in a corner. 
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Daddy gave me a reassuring smile. 
The emotion in bidding my primary school goodbye was one of overwhelm-
ing relief. Relief that came from knowing I did not disappoint my parents, walk-
ing to the car with a spring in my step. I got the exact same score as my brother. 
Goodbye grandma
This heading is misleading; I never got to bid grandma goodbye.
My paternal grandmother gave birth to my dad at a pretty late age, in her 
40s. She had prayed for a son after giving birth to four daughters. When daddy 
came along, everyone in the family doted on him, reserving drumsticks for 
him at dinners. Granddad was a coffee shop owner who made the best – so 
I was told – kaya toast and coffee.
I never got to see granddad but grandma had lived with us since I was born. 
She doted on me a great deal, allowing me to play with anything I wanted, 
often breaking plates in the process. She frequently shielded me from my 
parents, especially when they were about to discipline me, which was pretty 
much all the time. She would often scold my dad as he attempted to discipline 
me saying, “you were so much worse when you were younger!” It got so bad, 
whenever I was to be caned, my parents had to lock me in their room. Even 
then, you could hear grandma pounding on the door. 
I was her favourite. I conversed with her daily in fluent Hainanese when I 
was much younger. Even when she was losing her mind to dementia and not 
able to recognise anyone, she still knew who I was. Unfortunately, at that age, 
I did not understand what she was going through. I was often irritated at her 
repetitive questions and wondered why she walked around with her pajamas 
unbuttoned. Once I returned home from school and needed to use the toilet 
badly. I rang the doorbell many times and peeped under the door. I could 
see grandma plodding about. I got so frustrated I used a key to scratch the 
wooden front door. As I grew into a teenager, I kept more to myself, identified 
more with my friends and so grew apart from grandma. 
Eventually, grandma’s dementia got so bad, daddy had to send her to a 
nursing home so that she could be cared for around the clock. He visited her 
almost daily and often beseeched my brother and I to go with him. I did, prob-
ably weekly and reluctantly. Even then, I was the only one able to talk to her 
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without her gazing into space. She was 88 when she was hospitalised in Changi 
General Hospital for pneumonia. I remember receiving a call from daddy when 
I was in school that grandma was warded. I went down after school, stopping 
at Mirana Cake House to get a plain waffle for daddy because I knew he had 
probably not eaten. We stayed at the hospital late into the night. Daddy asked 
that we went home to rest as we had school the next day.
In school the next day around recess time, daddy called me to break the 
news of grandma’s passing. I do not remember feeling particularly saddened 
but I knew how much she meant to daddy. I remember he called me during 
recess time and told me to go to my auntie’s place where the wake would be 
held. I remember hanging up the phone and slowly packing my stuff, deter-
mined to only leave when my friends were coming back from recess, to have 
them show me some concern. 
By the time I got to the wake, grandma’s coffin had been nailed shut. 
I remember kneeling at the wake for long periods during the procession while 
several monks chanted. Before we left for Mandai crematorium, one of daddy’s 
best friends, Uncle T, passed me a pack of tissues, “Pass it to your daddy later 
at Mandai,” he instructed. I remember agreeing outwardly but was wondering 
why would daddy need tissues. He was not wrong.
The 49th day after her passing, I remember daddy staying up late in line 
with the Buddhist belief that the soul would return to see their loved ones 
before moving on. 
I never got to say any sort of goodbye to grandma due to my self-absorption. 
I suspect I would not be able to put as much into it as I do here. I sincerely 
hope she knew I loved her and that her dementia had erased all memory of 
me as an obnoxious child. Since her passing, I have lost my ability to converse 
in Hainanese. 
Secondary school lessons
I spent my formative years in an all-boys school where I was a cross-country 
runner, and paid little attention to mundane things. I learnt to interact with 
people of different races, learnt about friendship and was given incredible 
opportunities. The school was a great place with amazing people. I also figured 
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I was (am) a person easily influenced by my peers. I am hugely thankful to the 
school, its teachers and my friends for keeping me in check.
Leaving the school was hard, especially so when I reflect on the four years 
I had spent there and how much I had grown as a person, physically, emotion-
ally and mentally. But what made it truly heartbreaking was the last day of 
school or what it is usually called graduation day.
It started off as a happy day. We played football during PE, and took a 
whole lot of pictures for memories. The school did the standard ceremony 
for us and the principal gave the standard “study hard for O-Levels” speech. 
By the time it ended, it was around six in the evening and our form teacher, 
Mr C, took our class aside. 
He handed us paper plates and some tape and got us to stick the plates on 
our backs so that our classmates could write what they thought of us. Giving 
forty 16-year-old boys such power meant our plates would be filled with 
unspeakable words. At the end of the activity, I excitedly whipped my plate 
off my back to see what my classmates had written. The optimistic, romantic 
side of me was looking out for “you’re a great man” or something to that 
effect, but all I got was a load of stickman drawings and an outpouring of 
comments on my physique.
It was starting to get dark when we were done. I was waiting for daddy to 
pick me up from school so I was just hanging around the canteen chatting 
with my friends. Despite being my usual cheerful self, I felt nostalgic and was 
reluctant to leave. 
It was then that I heard a shout from the school foyer, about 40 meters 
away, that there was an accident at the traffic crossing opposite school. 
I remember not feeling much then, but running out to see what was going on. 
I reached the school gate, and saw a small crowd gathered, and a car parked 
just ahead. There was some shouting but I could see little. As I approached 
the crowd apprehensively, the first thing that came into my view was a paper 
plate. A wave of realisation washed over me. As I moved my eyes upwards, 
I saw sneakers, white pants, a white shirt stained by a pool of blood and then 
his face. I could not bear to look anymore. Tears blurred my eyes and I broke 
down in uncontrollable sobs. 
I was not sure for how long I had stood on the road divider, weeping 
uncontrollably. It was not until I felt a familiar, warm pair of hands on my 
shoulders that I started moving. Daddy had seen me bawling while he drove 
past. He guided me back into the car and waited for the ambulance to arrive 
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before driving us home. I recall him telling me it was going to be alright while 
I continued crying. Upon reaching home, I locked myself in the bathroom as 
the tears came freely. I recall mummy being shocked to see me in such a state 
and offering to send me to the hospital to learn more about W’s situation. 
I cried the whole night, and only stopped when I felt there were no more tears 
left. I remember asking myself why I was crying, and why I needed to cry. The 
answers came only years later. 
The days went by in a blur after that; some of us staked out at the hospi-
tal, hitting the books at a fast food outlet nearby so we could get updates. 
W struggled for several days before passing on. I remember attending his 
funeral, determined to look at his face again so my last glimpse of him would 
not be of a mangled face lying in a pool of blood. I was shocked. He was 
unrecognisable, his face sunken and heavily made up. I remember seeing his 
mother with puffy eyes but stoic, thanking us for coming and entertaining 
the other visitors as well. 
We gathered each year without fail on W’s death anniversary. In the early 
years, his mother would invite us to their place through one of his closer friends 
for a meal. I vividly remember, seeing his belongings placed neatly around his 
room, his bed made and sparklingly clean. I mentioned to my parents that his 
family had kept his room and belongings as it was. They gave me a sad smile. 
Over the years, the number of friends visiting the temple where W’s urn 
was kept dwindled. This year it was only M and myself. We braved the scorch-
ing sun to get to the temple, digging deep into our memories to recall the 
directions and finally found it. Standing in front of his urn and picture, I made 
some conversations in my head with him and left. As we shuffled out of the 
temple, M commented, “Isn’t it strange that we come every year and we are 
growing older, but he remains the same?” Indeed.
I did well enough in my O-Level exams and was featured by the local media 
due to W’s passing and my being a class monitor then. The biggest lesson for 
me was the fragility of life and the difficulty of saying goodbye.
Breakup
I blame my initial clumsiness around girls on the “misfortune” of being in a 
single-sex secondary school. While there were some people of interest in 
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junior college, nothing ever materialised. During those years, I envied peers 
who had partners, for the companionship that came with having a partner. 
I thought that I would make the perfect partner, deferring to my girlfriend’s 
every whim and fancy. I thought it would be effortless.
National service came and went. Being in the Air Force, I have seen many 
pilots and technicians who had their fair share of “fun” in overseas detachment 
despite having a family back in Singapore. I found their behavior abhorrent but 
who was I to say anything, having not experienced love and life as they had? 
Out of army and ready for the adventure that awaited me at university, I 
was probably for the first time genuinely excited about studying after a two-
year hiatus. Of course, with any freshmen, there were many camps to attend 
and it was in the first one that I met L.
She was in my orientation group. I found my eyes gravitating towards her, 
only to look away sheepishly when she turned. I tried to be as collected as I 
could around her and was able to converse with her on a couple of occasions. 
I managed to muster up enough courage to ask for her number on the bus 
back to civilisation and never looked back.
We chatted for days after that before we started going out. She was almost 
everything I hoped my partner would be with strong family ties, filial piety 
and a solid work ethic. It was not a surprise that after a few months, we were 
a couple. 
It was a wonderful time, being attached and enjoying the benefits of 
companionship. I was excited and went out of my way to put a smile on her 
face. This feeling of bliss seemed to go on forever. As one would expect, that 
perfect, warm, fuzzy bubble I was living in was about to burst. It took two 
years for our relationship to unravel.
I gradually stopped making big, special gestures and fault lines formed 
when she saw the lack of attention on my part. Arguments became more 
frequent and drawn out and we began to feel weary. 
We were both on exchange, I in Lithuania and she in Ireland. Prior to leaving 
Singapore, we made plans to visit countries together, drawing up itineraries 
to ensure we could visit each other. 
It took an incident, early in our exchange adventure to convince me that a 
separation would be beneficial for both of us. It highlighted how different we 
were in terms of priorities and personalities. It was early February then and 
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we had confirmed plans to travel to England before visiting her in Dublin the 
following week on her birthday. 
I broke the news to her on the second last day of our trip in England, on 
the train back from Liverpool to London. She cried throughout the journey. 
We returned to my friend, Y’s apartment where we were staying the night, 
That night, we felt sorrow but accepted our rupture. Y did not find her puffy 
eyes out of place. He did not have a reason to. It was also the same day that 
Mr Lee Kuan Yew died.
The next day was among the most painful in my life. She was listless and 
mournful throughout from the short time we spent visiting attractions to 
the wait before our flights at the airport. We made small talk with difficulty. 
Though we had broken up, I still deeply cared for her, as anyone would towards 
someone you have spent the best part of the past two and a half years with. 
Her plane back to Ireland was due to leave first. I walked her to the customs, 
she turned and looked me in the eye. My heart dissolved and it took all my 
determination and resolve to not give in then. It was a tearful goodbye as we 
hugged, many words shared without being spoken. 
The following days were the hardest. Everyday felt gloomy and empty. Not 
having someone who had been a huge part of my life for the past 30 months 
was tough. I took long, solitary walks through the snow-filled paths of Vilnius, 
mulling over the decision again and again. I remember breaking the news to 
my parents and apologising to hers as well. Daddy was very concerned and 
offered to fly over to be with me. Thankfully, her parents took it well too.
The following weekend I flew over to Dublin to meet her, with the original 
plan to celebrate her birthday. I stayed over with her as she showed me around 
the city. Initially, we made small talk, skirting around the raw, open wounds of 
the last week as we toured the quaint town. The next day, we went to the Cliffs 
of Moher and she held my hands for the last time, more for practical reasons 
to prevent the heavy winds from buffeting us around. That night, we talked 
to each other about the relationship without recrimination. There were no 
accusations and we spoke more about regrets. It was perhaps strange that the 
deepest conversation we had was after our relationship had ended.
The remaining few days were the happiest I spent with her. As friends. I 
was able to express myself without fear of being rebuked. She enjoyed the 
silliness of someone whom she was not going to spend her life with anymore. 
We spent another week together in Eastern Europe towards the end of our 
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exchange as we had planned. This time, it did not feel right. We had grown 
apart too much in the few months and were distant from each other. The trip 
seemed to be us tolerating each other and I was glad to arrive in Vilnius. Her 
flight back to Singapore left a day later. 
Life is perhaps unfair in many ways. It takes two to decide to form a rela-
tionship but only one to decide it is over. 
Leaving Lithuania
The Chinese proverb says all banquets come to an end (天下无不散之筵席 – tiān 
xià wú bù sàn zhī yán xí) and the exchange in Vilnius was my “banquet”. Despite 
exchange coinciding with the end of my first relationship, it was still a won-
derful, magical time. It was not just being in a foreign land, learning about 
the culture of others but being free from responsibilities and obligations like 
meeting friends, violin lessons and having three parents watching over me 
(my brother was born a parent, but this is not the place for his story). Living 
alone, I could stay out late without receiving calls. I was glad to be away from 
the pressure cooker that is the education system in Singapore. 
It was a golden time. I witnessed seasonal change, watched snow fall off 
trees before they became a leafy mess again. It seemed I never had enough 
time or eyes to look at everything. I made great friends in the hostel and hung 
out with them, learning more about their culture and upbringing, amazed with 
what they grew up with, and how much their life differed from ours in Singapore. 
I remember taking the path from the hostel to school. Trudging through 
the snow, I thought to myself that it has only been a week and it would be 
another three more months before I would see grass sprout from under me. 
But I could not have chosen a more beautiful place, culturally and historically, 
to explore. 
I was the last person to leave the hostel. It dawned on me that the end 
was near when people started returning home to their countries. I was saying 
goodbyes and giving hugs every two to three days, aware that we might never 
see each other in our lifetime again, or least for a long time to come. Thanks 
to social media, we can remain in touch.
I returned to Vilnius after a week with my family in the UK and Paris. For 
three days before my return to Singapore, I was alone. All the friends that had 
lived with me for six months had left and I was surrounded by strangers. The 
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emptiness I felt did not just stem from missing them but also knowing that 
my adventure was coming to its conclusion. I spent three days walking around 
the city, reminiscing and trying to store every nook and cranny in my memory 
and taking pictures. I visited my favourite bakery, restaurants, shopkeepers 
and even supermarkets, desperately trying to relive and feel the emotions I 
had. Unfortunately, the camera function on my phone was not equipped to 
store feelings. 
I packed early and spent my last hour before leaving for the airport in a 
hammock, savoring every moment. It was perfect, not being accountable to 
anyone. Away from hectic madness that is Singapore, I could reflect on the 
more important things in life. 
Vanishing dreams
I remember writing in Primary One a composition about what I wanted to be 
when I grew up. A day after submission, my parents received a call from my 
English teacher who wanted to have a chat with them. It turned out that being 
Batman was not a realistic career goal for a seven-year-old boy. 
I have had many dreams and aspirations, from being the President of 
Singapore, to a football player, a scientist, and many more. Of course, not all 
of them were well thought out but, hey a man can dream, can’t he? As I pro-
gressed through life, I have had to bid some lofty dreams goodbye. 
I have been an avid football fan since young. I played the game regularly. 
After a four-year hiatus in secondary school, I began playing football competi-
tively for the first time in junior college. On the developmental scale, I was 
way behind my peers. But I worked very hard over two years to overcome 
the disadvantage and lack of experience. It paid off. I continued pursuing my 
love for football after junior college and steadily improved. I played during the 
weekends when I was in national service. I ended up in the SMU and played 
for the team as well.
The ASEAN University Games (AUG) is held biannually, pitting the best 
of each country’s tertiary talents against each other in sports. Representing 
Singapore in the AUG would be the pinnacle for me as my time playing com-
petitive football is drawing to a close as I near graduation. 
The 2016 edition was to be held in Singapore, and I was determined to be 
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part of it after narrowly missing out on the 2014 games in Laos. I planned my 
classes such that it would not clash with my training and did extra work in 
the gym and field to give myself as good a chance as I could. I even rejoined 
a semi-professional team to ensure I could get regular exposure to football 
at a higher level.
I remember attending the trials and first few training sessions. I genuinely 
believed I had a chance, having acquitted myself well. I remember scanning 
the list of players after the first cut was made. My excitement was replaced by 
disbelief when I did not see my name. It was hard to accept as it was my last 
realistic chance to represent Singapore and play in the AUG. 
It took me several weeks to get over the disappointment that my dream 
would not be realised. Soon after that, I lost my passion for competitive football.
I went to Dubai for an internship to get away from it all during the AUG 
period. Even then, I felt invested in the team and followed all their games on 
the YouTube live stream. I felt conflicted, wanting to see my friends do well 
but feeling sad at their third placing. Seeing pictures made me excited but 
frustrated too that I was not there. 
I have not felt the same joy in playing football for a long time but I also 
could not stay away from it. 
Portuguese parting 
While on exchange I took many trips from Vilnius to Warsaw to get on low-cost 
flights to the rest of Europe. A mutual friend, S, introduced me to J. J too was 
on exchange in Poland. I was surprised by his generosity and warmth from 
the first time we met, offering me his room to rest before my flight while he 
went to school. 
We grew much closer over the course of the exchange and went travelling 
together, visiting Budapest and Lisbon together with S. We often shared a 
room during this period. J was a real foodie, seeking out the best restaurants 
and cafes, excited to share his finds with someone. 
I returned to Singapore. J went back to school and I took an internship. With 
a few mutual friends in a group chat, we discussed the elections, complained 
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about the haze and daily life in Singapore in general. J shared pictures of his 
baby nephew, Z, with us. We made plans to go to the movies to watch The 
Scorch Trials. I remember it being a weekday evening. I was worn out by work 
and was contemplating giving it a miss. I am relieved I went ahead anyway. 
I remember sitting in the front row and watching the shaky camerawork 
of the movie. I ended up with motion sickness and trudged along as the rest 
chattered excitedly about the movie.
We decided to stay out a little later and grab a quick bite. As we stood at a 
table eating, we talked about our last year in school and plans for the future. 
Unfortunately, time has a way of making a mockery of us and our plans.
A week later, S messaged me to ask if I heard anything regarding J. I sus-
pected something was amiss but was unable to probe further as I had to be 
in a meeting with my manager. S had heard rumors about J’s passing and I 
remember thinking it strange that someone would pass rumors like that. We 
found out the rumors were true. J had suffocated and passed away in his sleep. 
The rest of the day passed in a blur and I was unable to focus on anything. I 
remember driving down to his place at night to see if there was a wake. 
The next day, his parents managed to get the details of the wake to us 
through a few of his closer friends. I went down to Mount Vernon that night, 
together with M and S. I was more prepared this time, in terms of what to 
expect at a wake. I remember going to the wrong funeral hall, looking in and 
not recognising anyone. 
I finally found the right place and saw familiar faces from school. After 
locating M and S, we entered the enclosed area to see J together. We passed 
his family who were talking to some elderly visitors. Baby Z was guzzling milk 
as his mother held him, oblivious to where he was. We waited outside the area 
where the coffin was placed as a group of J’s friends were inside. I looked at 
S, she looked apprehensive. I tried to give her a reassuring smile but I guess 
it came out as a grimace.
We were finally ushered in. J’s family had put him in a suit and while there 
was some makeup, it was not overly done. I stared at him for a long time in 
disbelief, having only seen him a week ago. We stood around for a very long 
time, unable to take our eyes off him. We wrenched our gaze away from him 
and shuffled out. We walked past his mother who despite her tear-stricken face, 
grasped our hands thanking us profusely for visiting J. I was at a loss, what do 
you tell someone who just lost a son. My condolences? What does that even 
mean? I managed to get the truth out, despite not being able to 
feel it at that moment in time, “It was very nice knowing your son, 
auntie. He made us all very happy.”
Outside, we broke down in tears, lost in our own memories of 
J. It took a long time again for composure to return. Eventually, we 
sat down with another group of friends. We were talking about 
everything, yet nothing at the same time, for nothing could bring 
us to talk about J’s passing. They shared his stories as we sat and 
laughed. I realised then that the pain of losing him would fade while 
the joy of knowing him as a person would last forever. We stayed 
till the wee hours of the morning, helping his family pack up. On 
the drive home, I talked to him out loud in the car, telling him about 
how glad I was to have met him. It helped me cope with my grief.
We returned the next night, the last night of the wake. We sat 
down at the same table and enjoyed the companionship of each 
other, comrades of sorts trapped in our own thoughts. Again, we 
stayed late, until the last visitor left and packed the tables and chairs. 
Before leaving, we went to look at J one last time. He looked as he 
did in Portugal, sleeping peacefully. I managed a smile before leaving.
Invisible goodbyes
While the above are instances where you know there are things or 
people you will never see again or for a long time, many more leave 
us without us realising. For instance, friends slip out of our life, our 
mothers dress us for school for the last time. These are less painful 
goodbyes but no less important. But these goodbyes are significant 
too as they are part of our lives.
One of my biggest such goodbyes came a few years ago. Daddy 
was the person who started me on my football journey, playing at 
the field behind our house in the early years. He and his friends, 
inclusive of Uncle T, had a weekly football game and I used to play 
with them when I was much younger. 
As I grew older, I played more with my friends because of the 
camaraderie and competitive level of football. But my daddy never 
stopped asking me to play with them. I never did as I always thought 
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I would find the time. 
One weekend, daddy left for his usual football game while I went for mine. 
By the time I reached home, he was hobbling around. I thought it was a trivial 
injury until he went to the hospital the next day for an operation. He had torn 
his Achilles tendon. 
I accompanied him for most of his physio sessions and it felt strange watch-
ing him learning to walk, struggling with simple movements. It took him ten 
weeks or so to walk and jog normally again but he will probably not be able 
to play a strenuous game again. It was until much later that I realised I would 
not be able to play football with my daddy again.
Conclusion
I have many goodbyes left in my life, and I have one coming up soon (provided 
I do not fail any courses this semester). In about a month, I would have to bid 
goodbye not only to university life but to being a student as well. If this essay 
were written a month from now, I would have much more to say and the 
feelings would be more intense. For too long, we have had our heads down, 
completing last minute assignments, preparing for exams and worrying about 
our own job prospects on the side. There has been no time for nostalgia, let 
alone reflection and introspection. 
The number of goodbyes, especially to people, will rise the more people we 
know, and time will make fools of our bodies and minds. Auntie V is someone 
I visit when I go to Sunlove home. I remember asking her about why she did 
not mingle with the volunteers or other residents. She told me of people who 
came to see her for a day as part of a community service initiative and never 
returned. She questioned if it was worth her effort to engage with someone 
who is interested in you and your story, only to end up disappointed when 
he/she did not return. In effect, she was questioning the worth of one-off 
relationships. Is it really worth it, I wonder?
I hope I never stop being the person that I am, loving generously, despite 
the potential heartaches to come. I hope that when the time comes for my 
last goodbye, I would have someone to say goodbye to. 
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Lim Rui Si
As I consider what to write for my final essay, I think of my last four years, the start of my life after SMU and what truly mattered to me. I re-examine my fears, beliefs and dreams. The future seems so far 
and uncertain. I have decided to leave a time capsule for myself. The content 
of this capsule is a letter to my future self and a few token items I would like 
my future self to reminisce upon.
To my future self
When you read this, it will be 2036. Wow, that sounds so far away. It is a year that 
would appear in futuristic stories we read as a child. Maybe the world would 
have ended by then. But in reality it is just 20years from now, probably closer 
than it feels right now. You will be 43, an age that seems old to the almost 
23-year-old me now. But I suppose that by then 43 is nothing, is just another 
year in a life you have half-lived.
At the time I am writing this, I am two weeks to being done with my studying 
and education for life. It is two months to commencement, where my dreaded 
GPA will be broadcast for all to see. But hey, I am sure you will be reading this 
and laughing at what a silly worry it is. At least that is what everybody says 
about grades and the future.
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You know, we have always been people who knew what we wanted since 
young, did not care (too much) about what others thought, and went straight 
for our dreams. At least that was what I thought when jiu jiu said when we 
were twelve that we could not make money by being an author (our childhood 
dream, remember?). We decided that we were still going to do it, but maybe 
study something more useful… like business. Even though everyone says 
business is generic, and most people are here because they want to earn big 
bucks in banks or they do not know what else to do. I have always resented 
that. We thought we loved marketing and entrepreneurship from the times we 
rallied around asking for NKF donations, to the time we took part in Singapore 
Polytechnic’s YESNEC competition and came in third place. We thought we 
had our life all planned out – get into SMU, study business, get a marketing job, 
and keep writing until we got published (maybe when you stopped working 
to look after the kids). Hah. We were so sure of ourselves then.
I expected so much entering University, and I think I did not get most of 
what I had expected. I had expected to take a second major in psychology, 
go on exchange, and get a job before graduating, among other things. That 
second major in Psychology? Never started it, because no one wanted to take 
Psych 101 with me, and I did not want to do it alone either. Exchange? Waited 
too late… did not do well enough… so many reasons, same ending. And now, 
two weeks to the end of school, there are no jobs in sight.
These four years have made my confidence level drop quite a bit. So many 
people in SMU seem so assured and so confident; they excel at whatever 
they do, and they seem to live perfect lives. I do not want to have to behave 
like them to excel though. Still, I am not sure if being like that was the right 
decision, because now I am left with too many uncertainties and not enough 
accolades to my name.
Still, despite these uncertainties, I do not regret choosing SMU. I would 
have chosen it all over again in a blink. After all, there are so many things I 
am thankful for. I have a group of friends that I know well because they are 
friends for life. I found out more about the marketing and communications 
industry, about how the world of advertising can be toxic, but still something 
I want to work in. Instead of exchange, I got to work in Dubai, opened my eyes 
to new cultures, went a little crazy, and made friendships far from Singapore.
But enough about the present. I want to write about our fears, our beliefs 
and our dreams.
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I wonder if you still lie awake in the middle of the night, close to tears; lis-
tening for the sound of whoever is in the same room as you breathe, relieved 
they are alive. The same fear we had as children, so afraid of losing our parents. 
Not then but in the future we were thinking of. We thought we would grow 
out of it, but we did not, at least not up till now. Now, I awaken in the middle 
of night, terrified of a future when all our loved ones are not around anymore. 
I am way too old to cry to anyone, and must face the fear alone. Does it still 
scare you, or are you at peace and acceptance with these losses?
When grandma passed away, the acceptance came pretty easily. Yes, we 
were devastated, but somehow that fear did not cripple us. Life still went on. 
I suppose that is how insignificant fears really are, right?
I feel I need to explain that while most people fear death, what I fear is not 
that – it is the loss of people I love. Then again, not really. Because I know we 
will see each other again in heaven. But then I wonder at the uncertainty, not 
about heaven not existing, but more mundane things like – will we recognise 
each other then? Will grandma still be grandmother to me? Or will we be just 
another face in the crowd? And that is when the fear sets in, because I want 
Ma and Pa to be my mother and father still, even after death, even though 
we are supposed to be the same in the hereafter. Do you still feel that way?
Even though I am a Christian and the afterlife is supposed to be a happy 
and easy thing to think about, it still scares me. I mean besides wanting to 
keep whatever relationships I have now, I also want to know what worshipping 
forever is going to be like! Okay, I think I am really bad at dealing with huge 
uncertainties. Are you still like that? Or have you finally resolved all these issues?
After the Capstone class, all these worries and uncertainties should have 
stopped me from believing in God. Many discussions seemed to suggest that 
Christianity is a ridiculous religion. If you were even a little intelligent, you 
wouldn’t believe in this silly, man-made religion. By this time, would you, as 
Prof’s friend wanted to bet, have forsaken your beliefs? Knowing me, I doubt it.
Maybe we are simpler, but I know our faith is not based on what people 
have told us. Perhaps it was at one point, when we were younger, but not 
anymore. I feel that I should write out what Christianity means to me now, 
because I am curious as to what it would mean to you when you read this, 
and what has changed in these 20 years.
Wow, how do I start? There is a quote from C.S. Lewis that I feel sums every-
thing up beautifully: “I believe in Christianity as I believe the sun has risen; not 
only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”
One of the starkest memories I have of God’s presence is when 
grandma passed away. I mean, given that fear of loss, we spent years 
before she was diagnosed with cancer trying to spend more time 
with her, to make the most of every moment we had together. We 
were terrified of the inevitable that we knew would come because 
she was ageing, and death awaited her. We did not know how we 
would cope when the time came but we comforted ourselves know-
ing that there were more years to come. Our world was shaken when 
she was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. We cried and prayed, 
clinging on to that faith that God promised healing, and I do not 
know what else. Yet, as time passed and prayers were unanswered, 
we knew God would not heal her because she did not want it. 
Grandma wanted to go to heaven and she was at peace knowing 
that. And for some strange reason, we were okay with that. We were 
still sad to see her go, but somehow we were at peace too. The best 
thing was that when she passed, she did not suffer much despite 
cancer being one of the most debilitating diseases. I know God is 
real, because as selfish and ignorant as it may seem, He cares for 
me as an individual, enough to assuage my fears. As He has, every 
time I am gripped with fear in the middle of the night, scared of 
the unseen future where I am alone. In the same way, I know that 
inspite of my fears, things will work out in the end.
To me (and I hope, to you, too) nature is a huge part of how I view 
God. The gorgeous glow of a sunset, the stunning view from the 
top of a mountain, and even the lull of the tide at the beach. There 
is so much beauty in the world around us that it seems improbable 
to assume that it was all a matter of chance. I just cannot see it any 
other way.
I guess ultimately, I do agree that a lot of religion (Christianity 
included) is based on rituals that have lost their meaning over time. 
I hope that by the time you read this, things have changed for the 
better. I hope that people have begun to question why they do the 
things they do, and we do things that make sense rather than con-
fuse outsiders for the sake of feeling a sense of belonging. If I had to 
boil down what my beliefs were, it is not religion, but a relationship. 
Perhaps this is a cliché but it is true. I never really believed or under-
stood God until I started to know Him more, until it became more 
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than rites and rituals, but a conversation and a friendship. Not an imaginary 
friend but someone who, for reasons I still cannot comprehend, cares for me 
and loves me even though He does not have to. And that knowledge is just 
so beautiful.
There is so much to say on this topic of God, and I could go on and on. 
Maybe the you of the future will have more knowledge. But let us never forget 
that our actions should not be driven by what others tell us to do, or by pride 
in scoring another goal. Instead, it should be motivated by love, because that 
was what first changed us.
So, future self, what are you doing now? Have you started that café that we 
talked about? Did you manage to succeed in the advertising industry? Were 
you able to travel and work abroad like you wanted to? Have you experienced 
different cultures and broadened your horizons? Did you get published?
Now that I am about to embark on my working life, I have so many hopes, 
dreams and aspirations. The world seems daunting and exciting at the same 
time, and I feel this paradoxical mix of never wanting to grow up (Peter Pan 
Syndrome), yet being eager to explore the world at large. I must seem so young 
and naïve to the you now; perhaps you are reading this with fond endearment.
But let me just write this down, encapsulate it in time and on paper lest I 
forget. Apart from this business degree, I have had two great personal (minor, 
but still great to me) achievements these past four years. The first was that I 
began baking again, after struggling with inadequacies. I am so glad I started 
again. It feels good when I see people enjoying my creations. Managing to sell 
my bakes on a few occasions thrilled me. The next achievement was some-
thing that happened when I took Creative Writing this semester. Even though 
I have always loved writing, I stopped for the most of my SMU life due to the 
hectic schedule. I told myself I had to take this module before I graduated or 
I would regret it. While it turned out that the module was not as I expected, 
and the writing expected was not as creative as I had hoped, I am still glad I 
took it. I managed to push beyond my own limits and wrote a short story that 
I am really proud of.
So what this young and perhaps more reckless me wants to say to you, is 
that I hope you never settled. Or if you have, that the reasons you settled were 
well-worth it, and you never lived a life of regret. And you know what, if there 
is anything you ended up not doing (like writing or baking) because you felt 
it was too difficult and instead took the easy road, drop everything and do 
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it now. Really, just do. Please do not end up regretting anything because I 
believe we are capable of doing anything we put our minds to.
It has been a crazy long letter I know, but I hope you enjoyed reading it 
as much as I loved writing it. Twenty years from now, when memory of your 
youth is a little dusty, take this out and remember what it was like feeling your 
life beginning, teetering at the edge of a vast unknown. Remember what it felt 
like to be me, 23 years old, full of hopes and dreams, but also full of uncertainty.
I would like to leave a few tokens of this period of my life for the future 
you to look back on as well, I have included a couple of items: IRIS, the short 
story I wrote (maybe you will cringe, reading it now 20 later, but that is okay); 
a photo my friends and I took on the last official day of classes (remember the 
laughter and silly moments); a family photo of our trip last year in Europe (so 
you can remember how young everyone was); and a packet of kaya cookies 
(so okay, maybe you cannot eat it, but at least the idea is there).
Love,
Your 23-year-old self
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Diamond in the Rough
Joshua Jo
INTRODUCTION
A professor I know once said, “[n]othing or almost nothing that a person does seems to be under his control.” His intriguing comment struck me really hard as I have always been a firm believer that man is the 
master of his own destiny. This notion of freedom has shaped my perspective 
on life. If everything is predetermined, there is no need for us to ponder the 
meaning or purpose of life – all has been settled from the start. Despite the 
preordained nature of life, I believe that one should not stop exploring and 
making the best effort possible. There is still some element of freedom where 
one can choose what to become and take responsibility for one’s life choices. 
My belief in ‘pseudo-freedom’ keeps me motivated to learn and develop 
myself. That way, I can manage the controllable factors and not to worry about 
uncontrollable factors. Ora et Labora. Work hard and pray hard. I have to do 
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my best and let God do the rest. This essay is about my personal views of life 
in general. It is, more importantly, about the lessons I have gleaned from my 
education in Singapore and from the Capstone class. 
About myself 
In my journey of seeking the meaning of life, I would consider myself lucky, as 
I had the opportunity to see the world through a wider perspective with the 
help of my education in Singapore. I was given the opportunity to embark 
on an international education in Singapore, a much more rigorous learning 
pedagogy than the one in my home country, Indonesia. The journey started 
on 5 November 2008 (also my dad’s birthday), when, as a 15-year-old I left my 
family to start my scholarship journey in Singapore. Since then, I have grown 
from a narrow-minded young Indonesian into someone more mature. I am 
thankful to Singapore which offered me an invaluable education opportunity, 
international experience as well as openness to new perspectives. Studying 
abroad has enabled me to develop a global mindset. I have experienced the 
best of two worlds: (1) Singapore, a productive yet stressful society and (2) 
Indonesia, a country full of inefficiencies but also a more ‘human’ and joyful 
society. That said, I would like share my views on the meaning of life from 
the context of both Singapore and Indonesia as well as present my personal 
aspiration on how I should live my life. I highlight that this essay reflects per-
sonal views, which may not be those of either society. Studying in Singapore, 
going through its education system has made me a better person. A diamond 
in the rough: unfinished to begin with, I have become more polished since 
embarking on my education in Singapore.
The idea of a good life 
I feel that Singapore, in general, is more conformist than Indonesia, especially 
in defining what constitutes a good life. Singaporeans tend to have a more 
uniform perception of how they should live their lives, which is driven by the 
government’s nation-wide initiatives and regulations. In terms of income level, 
many Singaporeans would consider themselves middle-class and most are 
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university graduates or diploma holders, whose numbers and role in society 
have steadily increased because of strong economic growth, and the people’s 
determination to get higher education. In turn, the expansion of education 
has shaped Singapore into what it is – a rich, middle-class society, a society 
of PMETs (Professionals, Managers, Executives and Technicians), a flourishing 
group of people who make up a sizeable proportion of the workforce, which is 
boosting the country’s productivity. To reach this PMET level would be to have 
a chance of a decent life in the increasingly expensive country. A PMET can 
aspire to a comfortable middle-class lifestyle, own a Housing and Development 
Board (HDB) flat and have secure savings in their Central Provident Fund (CPF) 
account. In my interactions with many Singaporean friends and their families, 
I have witnessed this kind of lifestyle. I believe this phenomenon is related to 
the risk-averse culture in the Singaporean society. Getting a decent job and 
joining the growing middle-class society is safest bet many Singaporeans make.
What about Indonesia? Arguably, its people take more risks which explains 
why the entrepreneurial spirit is strong there and why Indonesia has a more 
diverse and colourful society. Being a successful start-up business owner is 
more highly respected than being a country head of an international bank in 
Indonesia. Indonesians want to become successful business owners, creating 
a positive impact on society, not just settle for a comfortable middle-class life. 
One highly-cited example is Go-Jek, Indonesia’s ride-hailing and on-demand 
services start-up which became a unicorn in August this year. Valued at US$1.3 
billion, Go-Jek has improved the standard of living of many Indonesians and is 
expected to continue doing so. Creating the next Go-Jek has become the goal 
of young Indonesian entrepreneurs. Indonesian students spend most of their 
time outside campus, hanging out with friends to generate entrepreneurial 
ideas while Singaporean students spend most weekends in the school library, 
mugging for examinations and doing homework. The different perceptions of 
life (monotonous Singaporean life versus colourful Indonesian life) affect how 
time is spent, relationships developed, and how simple pleasures are enjoyed.
Finding meaning through time
The Singaporean education system has earned a global reputation as one 
of the most competitive and effective in grooming talent for the society. In 
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our last few years in the educational rat race, we focus on activities that we 
feel might better position us for the future. A better-positioned education 
means a more economically successful and fulfilling life. Or does it? We often 
hear people using the excuse of “I’m too busy” and “I have no time”, when 
we are guilty of that too. The “perennial time scarcity problem” has grown in 
the Singaporean society. As we pursue success, we find less time for leisure. 
Technology has produced labour-saving devices. But the benefits of time-
saving is not great for the following reasons: (1) the time-is-money mindset, (2) 
increasing opportunity cost of leisure, and (3) gains from working long hours. 
Humans feel rushed these days. Hours are financially quantified and people 
place more emphasis on making full use of their time. They get caught up in 
doing something productive. In a salaried man’s point of view, that means 
spending more time in the office working to earn an income. A Harvard Business 
School study of 1,000 professionals, found that 94% worked at least 50 hours 
a week and almost half worked more than 65 hours. For a student, working 
harder in school means less time for leisure. A 2014 study by Jawbone, maker 
of a digitised wristband that tracks how its users move and sleep, reveals that 
Singapore is among cities in the world with the least hours of sleep, clocking an 
average of 6 hours and 32 minutes a day. Singaporeans are sacrificing sleeping 
hours to be more productive. But does this mean people are more productive? 
Or is it just peer pressure? Since everyone is doing it, one should follow suit 
so as not to lose out in the rat race. Many would favour delayed gratification 
where one works hard to enjoy the future. As we progress economically, we 
find ourselves getting poorer in terms of the time that we have, and we cannot 
enjoy the fruit of our hard work. While we can earn more money, we have less 
time to spend it. We complain about how busy we have become, but being 
busy in this modern world has become a badge of honour , an indicator of 
social status. Time slips from us and is valued only when it is gone. 
I find that time scarcity is a commonly observed phenomenon in Singapore, 
a society that can be considered an ardent supporter of monochromic cul-
ture. Time has to be utilised efficiently to achieve the ultimate aim of having 
a meaningful Singaporean life which is a comfortable middle-class exist-
ence. Time should not be spent on waiting, standing in the train or sitting 
down in a cab doing nothing. It is not uncommon to see travellers engage in 
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multi-tasking. I have observed many interesting scenes – a teacher marking 
examinations script in the train, a student in uniform regurgitating his notes 
and even a student working on his calculator trying to complete his practice 
paper. I wonder how much value or productivity can be added by trying to 
work all the time, everywhere. 
To some extent, this conception of time is partly affected by government 
initiatives in the form of regulations governing public holidays. The ever-so-
wise government is against having more public holidays because Singapore 
cannot afford time to be unproductive. Thaipusam, a temple festival celebrated 
by Hindus of Tamil descent in Singapore is no longer a holiday. In the former 
times, Singaporeans had the opportunity to take a break and witness the 
Kavadi processions during Thaipusam from Petain Road to Tank Road. From 
2016, Singapore has only 11 public holidays. Suggestions to reinstate Thaipusam 
have been rejected on the basis that it would adversely impact business costs. 
The argument for reducing the number of public holidays was the need to 
attract foreign investment with a “hard-working” workforce. 
A contrasting view can be found in Indonesia. Apart from having more 
public holidays than Singapore, the society has a more flexible attitude towards 
time. A favourite Indonesian phrase is “jam karet”, which means “rubber time”. 
Time is a flexible, unpredictable commodity. It is common for Indonesians to 
arrive an hour late to a meeting, and just as common for their colleagues to 
accept this as routine. Indonesians live a life that flows like a gentle river car-
rying everything along. No stress is caused by time or schedule. Despite the 
prevalent time inefficiencies, businesses and the economy run pretty well and 
many reputable MNCs are keen to get into Indonesian market. I find that the 
inefficiency makes Indonesians learn to be more flexible and I experienced 
this when I was doing my summer internship with DBS Indonesia Institutional 
Banking Group. In the course of one day, the team can only entertain two or 
three client meetings, but our team closed more deals than our Singaporean 
counterpart. While the Indonesian team was not time-efficient and productive 
in terms of the number of meetings, such inefficiency enables the team to 
develop a more flexible way to approach clients. The team always began with 
the important end in mind which was to secure deals. The number of meetings 
attended did not matter as long as the team could secure deals. Sometimes the 
team had to wait an hour for the client to arrive, but they remained patient and 
flexible. The holistic client management approach does not stop there; if the 
client requested a dinner companion, discussions at ungodly hours 
or even extra work outside the agreed job scope, the team would try 
their best to accommodate these requests. Such flexibility and the 
initiative to go the extra mile compensated for the time-inefficiency. 
Indonesians are not too fixated with time. Time-inefficiency is seen 
as an opportunity to develop rather than a hindrance to success. 
Flexibility is what keeps you sane, and may even generate greater 
productivity than time-consciousness. 
I have learnt the importance of balancing time-efficiency and 
flexibility. Sometimes, it is good not to think about time; one does 
not have to feel guilty for being unproductive. However, I am fortu-
nate enough to have experienced living in a time-conscious society 
in Singapore. Time-consciousness is an important trait to develop, 
especially during examinations, and while working to a tight dead-
line. I always strive to balance the need to be productive and the 
need for a break. Working hard to achieve “superficial” academic 
results and career goals remains a priority. But I also set aside time 
for meaningful but “unproductive” activities. As John Lennon said, 
“time you enjoy wasting, was not wasted”. 
Finding Meaning Through Relationships 
In his book, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, historian Yuval 
Noah Harari shared how the quality and depth of our present-day 
friendships have probably suffered and deteriorated compared to 
friendships in the Stone Age. Friends in the Stone Age depended 
on one another for survival, and lived in close-knit communities. 
Today, the quality of life is significantly better, modern technology 
has reduced dependency on other people for survival, and so the 
importance of friendship has diminished. That said, is it justified for 
us to put friendship in the back seat? It is still up to us to determine 
where we want to place friends in our lives. 
I find that relationships are more transactional in Singapore. 
Friendship is quantified by how often you give your friends a treat, 
how many times you attended your friend’s concerts, what past 
question papers or notes you shared and the quantitative list goes 
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on. Friendship is treated as mutual symbiosis, and long-lasting friendships 
are based on that. Such transactional relationships do last in Singapore – a 
mutually beneficial friendship develops into a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, 
and some even get married for transactional reasons. The ability to generate 
future cash flow is the most commonly cited qualification for a good husband, 
and this preference may take precedence over other things. 
Parent-children relationship are treated as transactional. Many people, 
including my Capstone classmates, would send their elderly parents to nursing 
homes. They cite reasons including better facilities, cost-efficiency, or expert 
care to justify sending their parents to a home rather than taking care of them 
themselves. But is this the real reason or is it an excuse to put away parents 
who are no longer “useful”? 
A different approach can be found in Indonesia. Homes for the aged are 
not common in Indonesia, even in a big city like Jakarta. Most elderly parents 
stay with their children. Our parents require our physical presence and care. 
When you care about someone, you do not expect anything in return. Just 
because your parents are old and “useless”, does not mean that you should 
stop caring for them. 
I believe I should take care of my parents and make them happy. I do not 
want them to experience the stress that many elderly Singaporeans have to 
go through. 
Finding meaning in simple pleasures
Many people have no time to enjoy their possessions. Financially successful 
men in Singapore may not have the time to enjoy their big houses or expensive 
cars. They forget how to enjoy the simple pleasures in life. Many people say 
having family is important, but once they have a beautiful family, they take 
things for granted. A busy father may forget how old his daughter is, which 
major she is taking and other things that may seem minute to him, but are 
important to her. 
I find it amusing that here, there is no time to enjoy life, but plenty of time 
for complaints. Most things Singaporeans complain about are not critical. 
Indonesians who are less economically well-off than Singaporeans enjoy the 
simple pleasures that life offers. The cleaner outside my house in Jakarta smiles 
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and brings positive vibes. I talk to him whenever I am back in Jakarta. He finds 
happiness in simple pleasures like drinking hot black coffee and smoking a 
cigarette. This saying is true – you are only rich when you know what “enough” 
is. My encounter with the cleaner makes me ponder about life; yes, we may 
have more material things but what about non-material aspects?
Closing remarks
Government, family and society can influence the freedom to explore and 
define the meaning of life. The degree of freedom varies across the globe. In 
the case of Singapore and Indonesia, the former may be considered a more 
conformist society than the latter. I would strike a balance, combining the 
best Singapore and Indonesia can offer. In that way, I can be productive as 
well as relevant in a globalised world, without forgetting the importance of 
taking a break while appreciating the simple things in life. This diamond in 
the rough will continue its way in the hope that it can shine even brighter 
with more polishing.
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Privilege and Humility 
Jasmine Laurence 
“Hi, I am Jasmine Laurence. I am studying in Singapore Management University Business School, and I major in Operations Management and Accountancy. I have always been interested in the financial 
service industry as you can see from my previous experience…”. These are 
the lines I have perfected over the course of my three years in the university. 
When I reflect back, all I did was to find a job that I desperately needed but 
did not necessarily want. 
Attending a top university in Singapore is a privilege. As the over-used quote 
says “with great power comes great responsibilities”. The thought of having that 
privilege is a self-generated pressure. I have to earn a cum laude or secure a job 
before I graduate. I am not trapped in this alone. Many SMU students feel the 
same way. It allows SMU to say that 94 percent of its graduates are employed 
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within six months after graduation. The social pressure on university students 
has changed my perception. Attending a university is no longer a privilege; 
the real challenge is to figure out your passion and have the guts to pursue it. 
Education as a hurdle 
Back in my primary school in Indonesia, I was a conscientious student. I was 
the same way during my secondary education in Singapore, but I performed 
below my expectations then. I thought I would pursue a career in medicine. 
After secondary school, what I had hoped to achieve seemed out of reach. 
My education was becoming a series of hurdles that I had to jump over to 
reach adulthood. 
The same goes for my university education in SMU where there is an even 
greater pressure to perform well. When I first entered SMU, I had no goals and 
zero expectations. It was clear to me that I had to maintain a GPA of at least 
3.3. As what everyone says, “pain is temporary, GPA is forever”. 
I could not accept the fact that I needed to pursue a good GPA to have a 
bright future. I thought to myself that I did not want to have a bright future 
at the expense of my current happiness. I kept hearing how my friends were 
taking modules that were “easy to score”. Looking back, I did have fun study-
ing in the library every single day just like everyone else. 
What I wanted was to believe that education is more like cartography, a 
process in which you could learn through exploration, rather than a series of 
hurdles. Looking back at the past three years, most of my learning happened 
outside the classroom. I learnt business ideas in a theatrical production of 
my CCAs. I learnt to execute a good marketing plan to sell tickets. I learnt 
proper budgeting because I needed to set aside enough funds for each item 
of expenditure . I learnt also to be a leader outside the class.
My learning process was neither organised nor structured. There were 
many things I had to learn on my own. “Life can give everything to whoever 
tries to understand and is willing to receive new knowledge” – this I learnt 
from my favourite novel Bumi Manusia (Earth of Mankind) by Indonesian author 
Pramoedya Ananta Toer. I still believe formal education is essential, but much 
learning can take place outside the class. 
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Bumi Manusia tells the story of Indonesia’s struggle finding its national 
identity during the early 20th century. The main character, Minke, is a brilliant 
Javanese native who is born into a noble family. He is the only Javanese in a 
European high school named H.B.S (Hogere Burger School) where he finds a 
supportive teacher called Juffrow Magda Peters who encourages him to write. 
One day, an Indo – a term for Eurasian during the Dutch East Indies era – class-
mate takes Minke to a house in Wonokromo known as Boerderij Buitenzorg, the 
house of the wealthy Mellema family. 
At the house of Mellema, Minke encounters a flawless beauty called Annelies, 
daughter of Mr Mellema, and they fall in love. Minke meets Annelies’ mother, 
Nyai Onotsoroh, a native Javanese who had been forced to marry Mr Mellema. 
Nyai appears to be well-educated and a fast-learner. She learns to speak Dutch 
and to manage the company from her husband and not from her school. 
Minke is outshone by Nyai. Their story is similar to what I believe about learn-
ing. At the end of the day, social pressure should not limit our learning journey. 
Classroom learning is limited and a single scroll should not determine our life. 
Learning – the real privilege 
The real privilege in life is not about attending college or being able to score 
an internship in a prestigious company. Many of my friends have told me that 
they are applying for jobs in top financial companies as a safety net. One of 
my friends said that he was going for the job interview even though he did 
not want it. I have done what my friends did during both of my internships in 
finance companies. I worked in a bank because I had no idea what to do. My 
dream was long gone because I did not do well in my O-Level examinations. 
I jumped on the bandwagon, as I wanted to have the prestige of working in 
the financial sector. 
I am happy to admit that I have learnt valuable skills during my internship. 
I met many who were kind enough to guide me, and I was able to experience 
how it feels to work in the real world. I learnt what I liked and disliked, which 
helped me to decide what I wanted to do in the future. I do not regret taking 
the internship and I am thankful that after the internship, I am a step closer 
to the adulthood I want. Attractive as these internships have been, I am still 
lost and do not know what I want. The privilege of attending the SMU and 
interning in a bank has not helped me to decide. 
During my internship, I came to work with a mindset to perform 
well, so that I could secure a full-time job in the company. For most 
of the time, however, I realised that I hated my job. I tried to force 
myself to be patient and take it as part of the learning process. I 
would appreciate better my privileged position if I could figure out 
what I wanted and work towards that goal. We should not take for 
granted the education we have and we should not be learning just 
to get a good GPA. 
Throughout my SMU journey, I have not met many people who 
are studying with an end in mind. Some people could be working 
in a prestigious company because that is what they truly want to 
do in their life, and it is not for me to judge them. What I am more 
concerned about is people who pretend to love their job. We live in 
a democratic society, we have a choice in what we want to do, but 
we fool ourselves into thinking we do not have a choice because 
we do not want to bear the consequences. At the end of the day, 
what I believe to be a greater achievement is to have the guts and 
the willingness to do what you want, and not pretend to love the 
so-called prestigious jobs. 
Back to the book, Bumi Manusia, Nyai Ontorosoh is being sued 
for the right to her wealth as well as the right for her daughter. The 
Dutch court’s verdict is to take Annelies away from both her mother 
and Minke. Even though both main characters fail to have Annelies 
in the end, Nyai and Minke had fought with all their might, and at 
the end of the book, Nyai says, “Kita telah melawan Nak, Nyo. Sebaik-
baiknya, sehormat-hormatnya.” which translates to “We fought back, 
child, as well and honourably as possible.” 
What Nyai said at the end may be relevant to all of us who have 
failed to achieve our goals. But it does not mean the end of every-
thing. To me, it is more honourable to accept the consequences of 
failing rather than not trying at all. You should never give up fighting 
to achieve your dream. 
Humility is needed in our society 
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Many of my SMU friends are successful in their career and studies. Some are 
even lucky enough to achieve what they want in life. I am happy for them and 
I hope I can put in the same effort to be successful. What I encounter often 
is the lack of humility. Just because we have earned the privilege, we should 
not look down on others. 
Some of my close friends are still humble, some are helpful to people 
around them. It is my wishful thinking that everyone should be like that. 
I often find myself being in the category of people who lack humility. I look 
down on people who do not have the same level of education as I. While I do 
not voice it out, my thoughts are often reflected by my actions. For example, 
I admit that I am guilty of keeping knowledge to myself instead of sharing what 
I have learnt. Now that I have confessed, I would like point a finger at other 
students. Some SMU students want to team up with people with high GPAs 
and they find it foolish to work with others who do not have their intellect.
In Bumi Manusia, the theme of nationalism is apparent. Pramoedya touches 
on this issue through the main character Minke. As an educated and wealthy 
native with a European mindset, Minke abandons his culture. Nyai Ontorosoh 
can adapt to the western culture while remaining humble and retaining her 
patriotism. The novel shows that Europeans saw themselves as a superior 
race who could do as they wanted, including ruining the lives of countless 
Indonesians. Pramoedya reminds us that we should never forget our roots.
I would highlight a line from the book – “An educated person must learn 
to act justly, beginning, first of all, with his thoughts, then later in his deeds. 
That is what it means to be educated.” Instead of thinking we are better than 
others, a truly educated, intellectual individual has to think the right way and 
reflect it in his/her deeds. We must keep in mind that we cannot look down 
on others and see ourselves as more superior creatures. I share this sentiment. 
To conclude
As a final year student, my SMU life has been nothing but amazing. In SMU, I 
met friends and professors who encouraged me to do my best and helped me 
when I faced difficulties. Though the curriculum and the education system inside 
the seminar room might not be perfect, SMU has given me the opportunity 
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to learn outside the classroom. I was able to discover what I wanted to do in 
life through my internships. I need to be humble by learning from others. I am 
sure that learning does not stop here, and I am excited about what lies ahead. 
Last but not least, I think it is a privilege for me to write whatever I want. 
Yet I feel that I am taking a huge risk. Still, I am happy to share some ideas 
from a novel I love. 
391Just My Luck 
Just My Luck 
Chua Bao Hui
Finding meaning?
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Looking back on the early years of my life, I think the meaning in my life was predefined and prescribed for me. If I could identify one theme that has shaped my early years, I would say it would be luck – blissful 
ignorance and a shield created by my family and school. 
Growing up, I was treated as the golden child. I was an “accident”, con-
ceived after doctors had told my mother that she could no longer bear a child. 
I was told I was “special” and my parents’ “lucky charm” (she struck 4D many 
times). My superstitious mum consulted the deities. She was convinced that 
my birthday meant I was “smart” – a fact repeated to me at every occasion. I 
internalised this fact and grew up with a self-image that was immune to the 
world – I believed in it so much that it became a self-fulfilling prophecy. The 
birth-order theory may have been disproved but my family believed in birth 
order stereotypes – my oldest sister was a tough over-achiever, my middle 
sister under-performed and I, the youngest, was a carefree trouble-maker. My 
mischievous streak went unchecked. Being the youngest child, I was allowed 
to get away every time. 
When mishaps happened, I was told my “luck” and “intelligence” would see 
me through. Luck was, after all, my defence shield. For me, the Singaporean 
journey to success would be a clear path – good grades, good schools and 
a good job. First the PSLE, then O-Levels, A-Levels and then on to university. 
My parents absorbed the Singapore national education message, even 
though they were raised in Malaysia. They expected me to follow the well-
trodden trail to academic excellence emblazoned by my oldest sister – 251 
for PSLE, 6 points for O-Levels and four A’s in junior college, and admission 
into NUS. I hit the education targets with ease – 254 for PSLE and 7 points 
for the O-Levels. 
The education system works well when you are in the “right” part of the 
system. Keep your head down, do your work and you will be rewarded hand-
somely. I got into trouble now and then, but my good grades shielded me, 
and I lived a sheltered life revolving around CCA, school and home. 
At school, we knew who were from the Express Stream and who were from 
the Special Stream (my secondary school did not have a Normal Stream). Mixing 
around or knowing someone from a different Stream was not encouraged 
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– which reminds me of Brave New World – where everyone wanted to be asso-
ciated with the alphas. It was “us” versus “them”. I was lucky to have breezed 
through the Singapore education system, and so may be considered an alpha. 
Schooled in the “best class” system, I was in for a rude awakening when I 
went to Anglo Chinese Junior College (ACJC), an elite junior college. I quickly 
learnt that students lived in their own bubbles. The girls were from Methodist 
Girls’ School and Singapore Chinese Girls’ School, the boys mostly from Anglo 
Chinese School. Many were childhood friends who moved in the same circle, 
attended the same churches, were members of the same country club, took 
swimming lessons and tuition classes. Birthday parties were held in grand 
hotels or on fancy yachts. I was thrust into the world of the elites. My classmates 
were mainly from better-off families. They had social and cultural capital I had 
only heard of but not seen. I learnt about their way of life and how to blend 
in with them. 
In junior college, it was not enough to be in the top class. The two years 
in there allowed me to discover a new world. Insulated in secondary school, I 
became exposed in junior college to new experiences – meeting my first boy-
friend, joining clubs, consuming alcohol and attending house parties. But I felt 
like an outsider as I was not from the same social strata. Still, I had two great 
years, forming lasting friendships and feeling a part of the ACJC community.
Losing meaning
After junior college, my world was turned upside down when I met my second 
boyfriend. He was the typical bad boy who swept me off my feet. He had failed 
secondary school and fallen through the cracks of the system. Through him, I 
entered another new world – of neighbourhood school kids who smoked and 
got into gang fights – of kids I had been taught to despise and avoid. I met loan 
shark runners, coffeeshop and KTV owners, people from the other side of the 
track. In junior college, I moved in elite circles. My new boyfriend introduced 
me to a different social milieu. The old rules of right behaviour did not apply. 
Being in love and in a different world, I had to love everything I had been 
programmed to hate. And I saw how society was so cruel to the people who 
had not succeeded in the school system. It made me question the values of 
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the system. But as in junior college, I felt like an outsider in the world that my 
boyfriend had grown up in. My friends judged him to be unworthy of me 
as he was not the from same social background as I. On my part, I resented 
their judgmental attitude. A rebel, my boyfriend encouraged me to question 
the status quo. For the first time in my life, I experienced being an anomaly, 
outside of the norm. 
In my first year at SMU, after 12 years of excelling in exams, and when life 
was supposed to start getting easier, I faced the biggest crisis of my life. I lost 
my meaning and footing in life – not once, but twice. My first few years of SMU 
were the darkest days of my life. 
Year One was a flurry of social activities – joining every possible club, camp, 
organising committee, event, activity, birthday party – an endless search for 
social approval and recognition in a whole new environment. Without a class 
system as an anchor, we became free radicals forming transactional relation-
ships. I struggled to find the comfort I had known in school. I was in many 
group camps and even got selected for the Business Society’s version of a 
pageant but I could not find genuine friendships in 90 percent of the people 
I met. I turned to my bad-boy ex-boyfriend for emotional support, which led 
to further questioning of the system and my identity. 
It was around this time that my family life began to fall apart. My father 
got into large gambling debts from stock market losses. My parents stopped 
talking and my family struggled under the burden of the debts. The need for 
self-support became stronger, and I began working part-time jobs to support 
myself through university. 
Meaning in work and things
Year Two was the year of internships. I did my first internship at a small local 
fashion boutique and the next at a local agency handling Singapore’s ‘Fashion 
Week’, and I discovered the world of fashion. Since I was told to follow my 
passion, I was drawn to this world of glitz, glamour and constant excitement. 
Infatuated with this world of beautiful people and things and exclusive 
parties, I felt I was again part of a cool, exclusive club. I chased after perfection 
and unadulterated fun. Fashion was not a career my family expected me to 
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enter. It was not a safe career path for someone brought up in the system. The 
local creative scene gets little support and people do not give much thought 
to fashion, much less local fashion. 
Working in fashion meant getting exposed to many brands. I met designers 
from all over the world, designers who worked tirelessly to hone their craft. I 
began to pay attention to what I wore. 
It was during my internships and my part-time jobs that I met many creative 
people on the local fashion scene. I stumbled onto an ecosystem of photog-
raphers, producers, stylists and designers, another group of “them” that had 
careers I was conditioned not to believe in. These people had followed their 
passion. It was sobering for me to realise they were a group of normal people 
leading normal lives. I admired them for sticking it out and for the bonds they 
formed in the small fashion community. I became convinced that I had found 
my true calling. 
Then came the heartbreak. I broke up with the bad-boy boyfriend of mine. 
I have a deeply turbulent inner self kept in check by a rigorous education 
system. But this check is no match for alcohol which I consumed in copious 
quantities. I spent a good part of the year as a 21-year-old in a drunken stupor, 
drowning my heartbreak and the breakdown in my family. Alcohol, cigarettes, 
parties and new fancy clothes were my way of filling an inner void. I was rebel-
ling without a cause. My hedonistic pursuits were the soma of my life. 
The fashion industry gave a good cover for my reckless behaviour and 
my new identity as a rebel and escapee from the Singapore system. It was 
as though I reinvented myself. I thought of the “fetishism of commodities” 
that Marx wrote about. Designer clothing and fashion pieces are the physical 
manifestation of human vanity where a coat could represent the “distorted 
nature of all commodities in a capitalist society”. A coat was more than a coat, 
it represented social relations. 
I reached the “Mecca” of the fashion industry when I was accepted as an 
intern with Louis Vuitton. I convinced myself that this was the career path 
I really wanted. Working for the most prestigious company in this industry 
meant that I had “arrived”. But I realised too that I did not find meaning in 
marketing luxury handbags and expensive clothing. I found no meaning in 
the things that I thought I would.
Rediscovering meaning in experiences
At the end of Year Three, I packed my bags and flew to the furthest 
place I could think of – Mexico. Living overseas, I experienced all 
the wonderful things that one associates with travel – refreshingly 
new experiences and deep conversations with people from all 
nationalities. Living in a house with 13 people from six different 
countries, I realised how constricted my life had been in Singapore. 
I was a foreign exchange student and found it easy to relate to 
others in the same boat. I have dabbled in film photography since I 
was a teenager, and I took many photos of the unique, strange and 
charming sights of Mexico. 
One aspect of myself I did not expect to develop was my 
Singaporean identity. Though 16,000 kilometres away, I could watch 
coverage of PM Lee Kuan Yew’s death on my laptop screen in March 
2015. I wondered what it was like to be there while watching the 
nation mourn Mr Lee’s passing. People asked me about Singapore 
and my identity. My answers triggered more questions. For the first 
time, I felt this immense sense of pride bubbling from within. On 
exchange, I had learnt more about other cultures, but more impor-
tantly, I also started looking inward and learnt a lot about my own 
culture and heritage. 
Right after, I fixed my sights on a career in fashion, thinking my life 
was set. I lost my footing a second time due to a political awakening. 
I was lucky to be in the best business school in Mexico. The school 
produces many graduates who join the Mexican Foreign Service. 
The only English courses available were classes on political economy, 
classical political theory, public choice, classes not taught at SMU’s 
business school. I met impassioned students who believed that they 
could be the future agents of change in their corrupt society. Class 
discussion was an impassioned discourse on ideas, and I realised 
the stark difference between their passion and the apathy of my 
generation in Singapore. The June 2015 elections in Mexico rolled 
along. I witnessed protests against the injustices of their society. 
Being in Mexico caused me to realise how ignorant I was of 
politics. I remember being left speechless when asked about the 
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local parliamentary system. I remember meeting on a bus trip, a human 
rights lawyer who was fighting for internally displaced people in Colombia. 
I remember thinking to myself “What the hell am I chasing?” Then I realised 
that I was not following my passion, I was following a distraction. 
Being on exchange also meant living out a hedonistic life. I speak for many 
exchange students when I say we throw out the rules when away from the 
stifling constraints of our own society. Cheap alcohol and having no rules 
made for some of the wildest moments of my life. It is a rite of passage for 
all young adults, but after a while, the tequila-induced glow starts to lose its 
meaning and excitement. One feels a post-party emptiness. Ironically, it was 
at 6am in an alcohol-induced daze that it dawned on me that this was not 
happiness, it was emptiness. 
After returning to Singapore, I strangely became more at peace with my 
Singaporean identity and started celebrating, while not fully accepting, what it 
meant to be Singaporean. I came back in time for the SG50 celebrations. Looking 
back, my growing up years were underscored by immaturity and marked by 
the troubles of heartbreak, self-identity issues and rebellion, problems that 
seemed insurmountable then but are trivial now. I have cleaned up my act, 
renounced my vices and buckled down to work, and I have found a peace I 
have not felt before. Like a mental splash of water to the face, I took a long, 
sobering look at my life and realised how lost I have been these past few years. 
Instead of chasing things and goods, I find myself most satisfied accumulat-
ing knowledge, experiences and conversations. There is a new fire in me – to 
be an agent of change in my society and to be the change I want to see. I have 
learnt vicariously through other school experiences like the Wharton-SMU 
Global Modular Course, visiting palm oil plantations and government agen-
cies. I am grateful for the global exposure I have received as an SMU student, 
attending talks by world leaders such as Ban Ki Moon and Dr Xavier Bettel. 
The anger in me against the system has turned into one of gratitude for the 
opportunities to fail and bounce back, and to satisfy the curiosities in my head. 
It is easy to tread a well-trodden path of meaning and stick to the safe path 
of doing the right things to get the right rewards. But I have learnt that every 
person has their own path to tread, and the only way to discover a richer and 
multi-faceted meaning of your life is to sometimes lose everything you have, 
and take a leap into the great unknown. If you stay in the Singaporean system 
and follow through, you know exactly where you are going and where you are 
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going to end up, but you will never find out what there is on the other side. 
Perhaps Singapore’s system has worked, such that the majority are content 
to stay within the safe physical and mental realms of thought. I wish more 
Singaporeans could unlearn what they have learnt, and challenge what they 
have accepted. 
There are identity formation theories in the field of psychology that can 
explain behavioural changes and social patterns. I can best explain personality 
this way – we develop our personality in a two-dimensional way, receiving and 
living the goals and values prescribed to us. As we enter new stages and new 
areas of our lives, we unlock and add new dimensions, and we slowly become 
a cube, an octahedron, a dodecahedron, and eventually smoothen our edges 
to become a sphere. We should critique everything, question everything but 
also seek intelligent guidance. Believing in the status quo and not being will-
ing to fail, will not lead to progress. The creation of a more gracious society 
requires that we develop our inner sphere of understanding. 
Am I the person I imagined myself to be, 2, 5, 10 years ago? Not at all. 
When I was 13, I thought I might be a biochemical engineer at NUS. 
When I was 18, I thought I was going to be like everyone else, joining a 
MNC after graduation. 
When I was 21, I thought I was going to be in the fashion industry forever, 
quit SMU and the Singaporean system, enter NAFA and work as a “creative”. 
Today I hope to be good and to do good. Perhaps the greatest lesson I 
have learnt from 23 years of turbulent life is to be open, embrace change, to 
hold on, and never let go. As I end my final year of formal education, I am rec-
onciling the different aspects of my identities– the Singaporean, the Chinese, 
the Foreigner, the Working Professional, the SMU Student, the Buddhist, the 
Youngest Daughter, the Friend, the Fashion Creative, the Artist, the Absurdist… 
and the list goes on. As Aristotle put it, knowing yourself is the beginning of 
all wisdom. I am excited and encouraged to discover more sides of myself 
while keeping alive my inner voice. 
Finally, I am thankful for the opportunity to reflect on the first 23 years of 
my life in my last semester in SMU. 
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Before this Capstone class, I have never thought to reflect on how Singapore’s emphasis on meritocracy has affected me. Of course, I know that we, Singaporeans, are very competitive and that the term 
kiasu encapsulates our culture and society. I find it really interesting that we 
live our lives in fear of losing out to others so much so that it has become one 
of our values. Why are we so strangely proud to admit we are kiasu – selfish, 
greedy and egoistic – when we know that this term has negative connota-
tions? With this question in mind, I offer my perspective based on my rather 
unconventional personal experience with Singapore’s education system. 
The youngest of three children, I was not treated differently from my two 
siblings by my parents when it came to education. My Singaporean parents 
were not as kiasu as most others I have heard of. Ever since my primary school 
days, they have never once asked if I had homework to complete. They never 
checked on my homework or went through whatever I learnt in school. They 
were not the type to compare my grades to my peers. Perhaps the only time 
comparisons were made was at family gatherings during Chinese New Year, 
where relatives would compare where all the children stood academically. 
I would not say my parents were bad or that they did not care. The truth 
was, they were busy, and understandably so. For my parents, flying or being 
out of the country was their livelihood. My dad flew for a living. He is now 
retired from his job as an inflight supervisor with the Singapore Airlines. He 
was away as much as he was at home. Whenever he was off work, he would 
use the opportunity to take classes and courses to learn new skills. As for my 
mother who works for an American company, she flies to the States multiple 
times a year, makes frequent marketing trips around Asia (Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Hong Kong and Macau) and meets customers during some weekends. Time 
spent at home for them was precious time meant to unwind. This was the 
case since I was born and by the time I entered primary school at the age of 
six, I knew this. Looking back, I believe that I was made to be independent at 
a young age; the only person I could push was myself. 
What mattered to them was that I had good manners, learnt important life 
lessons and develop skills. My parents place more importance on these than 
on having good grades. Perhaps it was because my parents were themselves 
not highly-educated. Academic achievement was not something worth being 
over-competitive about. From a young age, my siblings and I were put in aikido 
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classes to learn self-defence when we were in kindergarten and primary school. 
My first swimming lesson started when I was three and I took up tennis from 
the time I was six till I turned 16. I had not volunteered to attend these lessons; 
my parents forced them on me. 
I did not do well academically when I was younger. I often completed my 
homework just so I would not hand in a blank piece of paper to my primary 
school teacher, to avoid being scolded. I remember that I would complete all 
my homework in the car or during the bus ride home, so I could watch televi-
sion the moment I got home. My parents did not pressure or motivate me to 
study. They never got angry when I got a bad grade, just as long as I did my 
best. When I had to take the PSLE exam as a 12 year old, I did not have it in 
me to motivate myself. When I think about it now, 10 years later, I still have 
the same thoughts I did back then. I was responsible for my education and 
my life, and I have no regrets, nor do I wish my parents had pushed me harder. 
With my PSLE results, I was posted into the Normal Academic Stream. 
For the first half of the year, I was lost. The transition between Primary 6 and 
Secondary 1 was tough. Slowly, things started to get better for me, academically. 
By Secondary 2, I performed well enough to be transferred into the Express 
stream. I became more hardworking, motivated and driven. It started to dawn 
on me, how important grades were in trying to enter a decent junior college 
and eventually, a university. I became obsessed with grades. I asked my parents 
to sign me up for more tuition. I started to have higher expectations. Better 
grades meant being rewarded later in life. I used to be one of those students 
who always hoped the teacher would call my name first when returning our 
test papers, because being called first meant that you had the highest score 
in class. I admit now that I probably became over-competitive, even without 
pressure from my parents. 
I recall one incident in Secondary 3 where my fear of losing out to my peers 
prompted me to ask my parents to sign me up for tuition. I had what I deemed 
was a really incompetent physics teacher. In my secondary school, physics was 
not a common subject. In the entire school, only two teachers taught phys-
ics. The teacher who taught my class was probably more confused than we 
were. More often than not, when he was going through practice questions, 
my classmates would correct him, telling him that his answer was incorrect. 
Usually in class, I would be confused and lost, thinking I was the dumbest one 
because, despite his teaching, everyone else could grasp the content. When 
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I asked several of my friends about this, all of them told me, it was because 
they had physics tuition and would not take whatever our teacher taught seri-
ously. When I heard this, I asked my mother to sign me up for physics tuition-I 
wanted to be on-par with my peers. 
Gradually, my previously lazy character started morphing into a perfection-
ist personality. With higher expectations came greater disappointment when 
things did not go my way. That was what happened months before I sat for 
O-Levels. When my expectations were not met, I became depressed. I used to 
appear happy, always smiling, cheerful. When I was dissatisfied with myself, I 
became expressionless, unhappy and just not nice to be around. I guess this 
was made worse when everyone else was so competitive and grade-driven. 
Quite honestly, looking back, being so competitive created unnecessary stress. 
When I entered junior college, I can now admit, this mentality of mine com-
pletely consumed me. It did not help that I had classmates who were also super 
competitive, always comparing grades and asking about my results. Most of 
the time, I was able to meet my high expectations. For me, grades and school 
came first. Everything else came second. I was one of those people who would 
not show up for group plans. It did not help when my form teacher placed 
additional pressure on me, telling me I was the hope of my class. 
One distinct moment I would always remember was when I felt so lousy, I 
cried myself to sleep. I was part of the hockey team. When competitions drew 
closer, training sessions took place in the mornings, evenings and sometimes 
even on weekends. It was so physically draining, training till late at night, and 
having to be at training less than 10 hours later. I was barely hanging in there 
physically and emotionally, let alone academically. When the school decided 
to schedule mid-term examinations during competitions, it was tough. Though 
I did well in most subjects, I scored badly in one. It was the first time that I had 
failed so badly by my own standards, and I could not accept it. I cried on the 
way home, and cried myself to sleep. When my mother found out that I was 
depressed about my grade, she felt sad for me; she told me that grades did 
not matter, and that I should not be hard on myself. 
There is merit to Singapore’s heavy emphasis on meritocracy. For someone 
like me, putting in more effort in secondary school gave me better grades. I was 
recognised for my hard work through awards such as the Edusave Certificate 
of Academic Achievement. In the long term, Singapore’s highly competitive 
system brings out the best in us, and that has made us into one of the most 
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successful societies in the world. As we are afraid to lose, we will find all means 
to ensure we are the best, or that we win. I have experienced the positive 
benefits of meritocracy and can attest to how this competitive culture has 
brought Singapore to where it is today. This burning desire to come out on 
top pushes individuals to be the best they can be. 
But our competitive society has made us very cold, academically at least. 
During my time in SMU, I have witnessed the ugly side of competitiveness, 
and I was not the only one who saw that. We are so overly-competitive that 
we refuse to share notes or collaborate with each other. We abandon group 
projects so we have more time to study for the finals, and the list goes on. For 
these reasons, perhaps more so due to my past terrible and selfish group mates, 
my experience in SMU has been more negative than positive. Admittedly, I 
am guilty of some of those actions myself. 
I would share my notes, past assignments and group projects only after I 
had completed the course, or if my friends and I did not share the same pro-
fessor. I was competitive and selfish, and I felt that sharing notes with friends 
taking the same course and exam defeated the purpose of having extra 
notes in the first place. The fact that I even had thoughts such as “why should 
I share notes with friends?” or “why should I help them get a better grade at 
my own expense?” highlights the problem of Singapore’s education system. 
We are driven and competitive to such an extent that instead of encouraging 
people to succeed, we are happy when our peers fail. This is ironic as schools 
or universities are meant to encourage learning and provide platforms for 
students to grow and succeed. But in Singapore, our over-competitive nature 
has so consumed us that we feel that we need to step on others or be self-
ish to succeed. This mentality that someone’s success is my failure needs to 
change. We need a mentality, an education system that advocates the idea 
that we can all succeed. 
In my three-and-a-half years in SMU, I have experienced many occasions 
when the over-competiveness of my peers caused me unnecessary stress and 
pain. In my first semester in SMU, it was so bad that I considered transferring 
to another local university or even going abroad. My first term in SMU was in 
2013, and those few months were the one of the worst times of my life. Back 
then, I was suffering from insomnia. I could only sleep for one to two hours 
daily, not because I went to sleep late, but because I simply could not remain 
asleep for more than two continuous hours. On top of my perpetual exhausted 
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state, I had four terrible group projects that were due back to back, starting 
from week 12 to week 14. These project experiences were terrible because 
group members abandoned group work to focus on individual assignments 
and to study for their finals, leaving the bulk of the workload to me. 
From what I have observed, some students do not seem to think that 
group work is important. They put in minimal effort, hoping that someone in 
the group would magically pull the project together. They made use of their 
group mates to get a decent grade so that they could focus on studying for 
their individual finals. Usually, it was manageable if only one project group 
contained such a person. For unlucky me, I met this type of person in all of 
my group projects in my first semester. 
The first project due towards the end of week 12 was an eye-opening experi-
ence. In this group of seven, I was the only one who did not volunteer, but was 
forced for the sake of project completion, to pull an all-nighter to complete, 
edit and design the statistics report. Submission was on a Friday and we met 
the Thursday night before 7pm to finalise the details. However by 2am, all 
of them had left, asking me to continue with the project. At this point, their 
assigned parts of the project were still incomplete. I was angry and frustrated, 
having to shoulder the entire burden of this project. Little did I know, one of 
my group mates stayed in school that whole night and morning, studying for 
her finals instead of helping me out with the project. I had never expected 
that coming to SMU meant that I would be so miserable. I did not imagine that 
SMU would be filled with such incredibly selfish and over-competitive peers. 
My first semester experience set the tone for the rest of my SMU experience. 
The rest of my group projects were similar; one day before the submission, 
no one mentioned anything about who was going to check if we met the word 
limit. After many futile attempts to get a response from the rest, and as we had 
to submit something, I once again had to pull an all-nighter to complete the 
report. Only when my message changed from “Is any one going to compile” to 
“the report is ready for submission”, did the deathly silence in the group change 
to “Oh, thank you”. Perhaps, you are wondering how I knew these group mates 
of mine were studying for their finals instead of doing their fair share of the 
work on the group project. Well, because I asked one of them, months later. 
My second year did not go any better. I had different group mates but they 
had the same mentality. Most of my friends usually joke that I experience all 
this stress and pain because I find myself needing to submit a project that I 
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can be proud of. I will make myself pull all-nighters for the sake of doing the 
best that I can in everything I do, which is a trait many people took advantage 
of. My second year in SMU cemented my reason why I do not promote SMU to 
any of my juniors or relatives. On top of my unhappy first year, in my second 
year, I threw my back out. It happened towards the end of week 10, with many 
submissions due in week 11. I was in pain. It hurt to walk, move, bend, sit or 
sleep. I was in tears every time I had to move, which meant I was in tears all 
the time. I will always remember how I had to walk from one meeting at the 
School of Business to a consultation in the School of Economics. It took me 
25 minutes and I cried an ocean of tears by the time I arrived. Even though all 
my groups knew I was in severe physical pain, all of them disappeared when 
it came time for submission. 
We do not foster the culture of collaboration and teamwork. Often, we look 
out for ourselves because we are afraid of losing to others. We step on others 
so that we ourselves are not inconvenienced or disadvantaged in any way. I 
believe that groups are good at presenting this false front of unity and team-
work. However, in actual fact, I do not think that the SMU’s strong emphasis 
on teamwork through compulsory group project in every module fosters true 
team unity. As much as SMU has good intentions, our innately competitive 
nature produces unintended and negative consequences. Unfortunately, it 
does not seem that this over-competitiveness will see an end. 
When I compare my university experience in SMU to my exchange experi-
ence in Busan, South Korea, studying in that Korean university made me feel 
a sense of relief. Although Korea is notorious for being an all-work, no-play 
and highly-competitive society, I personally did not feel the environment was 
worse there. The students there were not as cold as those in SMU. From my 
experience, whenever I asked local students for help or clarification regarding 
our assignment or class content, they never hesitated to share their workings 
even though the assignments were graded. Some students shared with me that 
they used to be very competitive when they were studying for their university 
entrance exam, but having entered the university, they started to relax. The 
main difference between Singapore and Korea, academically, is that we are 
afraid of losing to others. This fear forces us to have our guard up all the time. 
When I look back, I regret having been so grades-obsessed that I did 
not enjoy my childhood. I can only imagine how others must have felt, with 
added parental pressure. Sometimes I wish that I had opted out of the system 
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because I think I would have been a more well-rounded person under a dif-
ferent education system. I do not think getting into a top secondary school 
or junior college makes much of a difference. Nobody cares which school you 
come from when you are in university. Someone from Raffles Junior College is 
not smarter or a better group mate than someone from a polytechnic. Even 
during job interviews, no one asks which junior college or secondary school 
you came from. Ultimately, what is important is how you carry yourself and 
treat others. If I had known this, I would not have pushed myself so hard in 
secondary school. It would be fine entering any junior college or even poly-
technic, studying just enough to secure a place in university. 
Are we pushing our young too hard? Yes, our education system robs them 
of their childhood. What was meant to be the most carefree years of our lives 
becomes the most stressful. Students from primary school to junior college 
have two to three months of school holidays each year, in June and from 
November to December. But school holidays are not holidays. Teachers give 
us a mountain of assignments and readings to complete before we return to 
school. Our parents send their children to tuition and all types of classes to 
give them a head start in the following year’s syllabus. When we consider how 
much time we spend on schoolwork during the school holidays, it is hardly a 
vacation from school. The most frustrating part for me is that teachers expect 
you to be prepared for the new academic year. For example, when I was in 
Secondary Three, during the first literature class of the year, the teacher asked 
those who did not read the entire 300 page novel before the first lesson to 
stand up. She expressed her disappointment that few did, shaming us. The 
thing was, since streaming is done at the end of Secondary Two, teachers were 
not assigned until the following year, so we received no instructions to read 
the novel before attending the class. Why should there be a need to prepare 
for the following year’s content during the holidays? Similarly, in some classes 
in SMU, professors require students to have done readings and research before 
the first class. Professors send emails one to two weeks before class starts to 
inform them of this task. I value my time away from school; a break is a break. 
I will not complete any readings or tasks for my first lesson and I am not the 
only one. If school holidays are not a break from school, then it should be 
renamed to “school away from school”. 
Moreover, the unnecessary stress placed on children is due largely to parents. 

Parents believe that their child has only one job, which is to study. So 
what is so difficult about that? However, from the child’s perspective, 
school is stressful. You have to learn various different subjects and 
are expected to excel in all of them. Of course, this expectation itself 
it stressful. The fact is, we are not good in everything. I am terrible 
at physics and accounting, but do better in history and economics. 
But do I feel disappointed and depressed when I get a bad score in 
my worse subjects? Yes. When we are expected to excel in every-
thing we learn, this creates unnecessary stress. Although my parents 
never put pressure on me regarding my studies, my perception that 
I should do well to please them stressed me out a lot. 
I can only imagine what our future generations will go through. 
Primary school students now have packed schedules, filled with 
enrichment activities after school and during the weekends. Will 
children born 10 years from now be put into enrichment classes in 
their first month of life or before they can talk or even before they 
can walk or crawl? Will their childhood consist only of listening to a 
teacher, doing work, and doing more work? Just how far will we go 
to ensure we do not lose to others? When will they get the chance to 
be a kid and have fun? What will it take for our society to realise that 
this high level of stress is doing more psychological harm than good? 
On a side note, I do not want to have children in future because 
I fear the stress that they will have to experience at a young age. 
I will be more contented taking care of a dog. Couples who are 
thinking of having children will find it a huge challenge to pay for 
their children’s lessons outside school – enrichment lessons, tuition 
classes, art classes or sports lessons, in addition to their mortgage for 
a HDB flat. When parents fear that their child will lose out to others, 
the child will not have a happy childhood. The money they spend 
on additional lessons will not be valued.
So, if we are not given time to be a kid when we are a kid, then 
when will we have the time? Is this why teenagers rebel against 
their parents and cause havoc for their teachers in school? The 
free time we have when we are younger should be used to watch 
television, hang out with friends, have fun and find our interests. A 
good childhood consists of being happy, not having unnecessary 
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stress and going for classes that the child does not want to attend. Once we 
become slaves to this fear of losing out at such a young age, life will be neither 
fulfilling nor satisfying. 
Additionally, we place so much importance on academic achievement that 
learning and growing as an individual is put on the back burner. Our educa-
tion system appears obsessed with feeding us the correct answer so we can 
memorise and regurgitate them during national exams. It is all about getting it 
“right”. Sure, compulsory co-curricular activities promote holistic learning. But 
the motivation behind that once again proves that academic performance is 
most important. The fact that for secondary school students, completing com-
munity service and participating in CCAs can reduce their O-Level L1R5 score 
by two points indicates that academic results are of the greatest importance. 
I remember in my secondary school days, my friends would tell me they 
would attend their CCA to just “hit the minimum attendance so that I can take 
off two points off my L1R5” or that they needed to “complete at least 10 more 
hours so that my L1R5 score can be reduced”. I was the same. I reached the 
point where I dreaded going for my CCA (tennis), and attended enough sessions 
just to get the minimum required attendance. Our driving motivation was to 
achieve a greater score so that we could get into our desired junior college, not 
to grow as a person by partaking in these activities. I may be wrong, but our 
competitive nature to get the best academic results may be one reason why 
we do not have many local-born athletes to represent us on a national level. 
The emphasis on academic results discourages gifted athletes from pursuing 
their sport. This could be due to parental influence as well. Many give up their 
outside-activities to focus on their studies. With that being said, I believe that 
Joseph Schooling is not representative of our education system. He won a 
gold medal at the Olympics after opting out of our system, moving overseas 
to study and train. He is an example of why our system needs to change to 
foster greater talent. 
Is our formal education system so stifling due to this over-competitive 
nature, in which being book-smart is more important than discovering and 
growing as a person? What happens when we have had enough? The prob-
lem with using meritocracy as a motivating tool for children at a young age is 
that it can create fatigue over time. Of course, there are still those with great 
stamina who can maintain their competitiveness. Friends I have met in the 
university or even my junior college friends tell me they do not feel the need 
410 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
to do their best, but just enough to pass. When I ask them why they have this 
mentality, more often than not, they give a similar answer – they had put in 
so much effort for the O- or A-Level exams, that they were now tired, so they 
wanted to do just enough to get by. 
I am now not as competitive as I had been in junior college, or in my first 
year of university. I am fatigued. Many things that happened in university have 
made me less competitive. When I hurt my back in 2014, I realised that my 
health is more important than everything else. Before this episode, I used to 
skip or reschedule my physical therapy sessions because I had group meetings 
to attend or more pressing work to complete. I would not do my daily back 
exercises because I did not have the time or energy to do them, since I would 
stay in school from morning till late on most days. I used to place school as my 
top priority, but that has changed. I stay at home as much as I can because 
my back needs rest. At the young age of 21, I suffer from bone and joint pain 
– essentially arthritis. Stress and the lack of rest cause my lower back to give 
me excruciating pain, making me irritable. My mentality is just to do my best, 
not be the best. If others do well, good for them. I regret not having taken 
better care of myself. Had I done so, my current state would be much better. 
If Singapore wants to nurture the best workers, it must take measures to 
prevent fatigue. We need a system that enables us to maintain our stamina 
from young. When we tire out from this over-competitive culture, we resent 
the system and we become less contented. Not comparing ourselves to oth-
ers all the time will reduce stress. 
The biggest issue in my opinion is that schools fail to teach us that failure 
should be seen as a key to success. The Singapore education system does not 
teach us how to deal with failure or how to positively react to failure. Instead 
of being left to wallow in the dumps, I wish someone had guided me when 
I performed poorly.
When we fail, we need to know how to pull ourselves together and bounce 
back. Understanding how to turn stumbling blocks into stepping-stones is 
very important. Our young people spend most of their time in schools; it is 
crucial that teachers should mould their mindsets to not fear failure. It is not 
the end of the world if our results are not what we had expected or aimed for. 
At the end of the day, it is okay to be kiasu in a particular moment, but it 
cannot and should not consume us. If we allow it to do so, we are letting fear 
dictate our lives and decisions. We only have one life, and should not live it 
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based on the fear of losing out to others. The most important person in our 
life who should be happy and content is ourselves. If my parents’ idea of love 
and care is to put tremendous stress on me, I think I am better off without it.
Why We Fight : 
A Kickboxer’s Corner 
Lee Changwei Ryan
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As I entered the ring, I looked my opponent dead in the eye. Putting on my meanest look, I held his gaze till he looked away. As the sound of traditional Thai music played in the background, we began our 
pre-fight wai khru-a combination of warm-up stretches, dance and a show of 
respect to our coaches and trainers. The referee signalled us to take our places 
in the centre of the ring, instructing us to touch gloves before initiating combat.
Here we were, two eager college students from Singapore, each trying to 
exert dominance over the other. Who were we trying to fool? Having trained 
in Thailand, I was often outmatched by Thai kids half my age, routinely demol-
ished and thrown around the ring like a ragdoll. It was clear that neither of 
us, coming from respectable universities, were going to make a professional 
career out of muay thai. What then, made us want to put on those gloves 
and fight? Why were men like me so drawn to fighting, be it watching UFC 
cage fights or even engaging in schoolyard brawls during our younger days? 
A year on, the question still bothers me, and when the opportunity arose, I 
thought to myself, why not pen down my thoughts and clear some academic 
coursework in the process!
 To state the obvious, fighting is not something new to Man. Archaeologists 
have dug up bones of cavemen who suffered injuries from blunt trauma and 
puncture wounds – the earliest evidence of fighting. Ancient texts also describe 
epic wars between men, be it the Battle of Troy in Greek mythology, or the 
biblical story of David slaying the gargantuan Goliath with nothing more than 
a slingshot and a pebble. Fighting is certainly not limited to humankind. Even 
animals display violent behaviours among their own kind, whether they be 
lions on the African plains or bears in the Alaskan forests. 
The urge to fight is compatible with Darwin’s theory of natural selec-
tion, where only the fittest members of a population are able to survive and 
reproduce, thus passing on their “fit” genes to their offspring. Violent combat 
and fighting are part of the forces of natural selection, leaving the strong and 
those most able to fight with the best chances of survival, and the best chance 
to successfully reproduce, while the weak get injured or die, shunned by the 
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opposite sex as unworthy mates. In the natural world, gorillas, giraffes and 
geese size each other up in displays of size – with the smaller challenger usually 
backing down before any physical altercation begins. The relevance of size 
in physical combat is so important that weight classes are now mandatory 
for most combat sports such as wrestling, boxing, judo and kickboxing, to 
equalise the playing field. While factors such as education, wealth and emo-
tional intelligence play an increasingly important role in dating today, women 
are still evolutionarily conditioned to be attracted to taller and bigger men 
because of their perceived ability to ward off physical threats to their offspring.
It is safe to say that fighting is a form of behaviour hard-wired in our DNA 
by Mother Nature. No one teaches young children why they should get into 
scuffles, yet the scourge of bullying is common across the world, whether in 
American elementary schools or the slums of Rio de Janeiro. Fighting is so 
natural to man that around the world, strict laws have to be implemented to 
prevent outbreaks of violence, prescribing jail terms for those who run afoul 
of the law. In Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan, he writes extensively about law and 
the natural behaviour of man. According to Hobbes, the natural condition of 
mankind is a “state of war”, filled with violence, destruction and chaos. He writes 
of a system of “natural law”, whereby the power of human thought and reason 
prevails, such that humans are ultimately able to establish a “state of peace”. 
Apart from survival and natural selection, there are darker, sinister reasons 
as to why we enjoy fighting. Blood sport has long been a staple of civilisa-
tion, from the massive gladiatorial arenas in Ancient Rome to present-day 
bull-fighting and blood-filled mixed martial arts (MMA) cage fights. It could 
certainly be an unpleasant but undeniable fact that men enjoy the sight of 
blood and excessive violence. The prestigious Olympic Games of today can 
trace its roots to the Ancient Olympic Games dating to 776 BC. While modern 
track and field events such as running, discus and javelin throwing were popular, 
boxing, wrestling and pankration were by far the most widely spectated and 
celebrated. Pankration is best described as the father of modern day MMA, a 
form of no-holds barred combat sport where only biting and eye-gouging 
was prohibited. The story of Arrachion of Phigalia serves as a spine-chilling 
reminder of the brutality of pankration, being the only ever dead person to 
win a pankration contest. In the final stages of his bout, Arrachion was put in 
a deep choke-hold by his opponent. Eager to escape from the hold, Arrachion 
reached for his opponent’s foot and broke it. Grunting in pain, his opponent 

gave in by submission. When the referee sought to raise Arrachion’s hand 
in victory, it had already gone limp, and Arrachion was found to have been 
suffocated to death by the choke-hold. Nevertheless, an olive wreath was 
placed over his dead body and paraded through his hometown. Arrachion 
was celebrated as an undefeated fighter by the Ancient Greeks and a statue 
erected in honour of him still stands today in the Archaeological Museum 
of Olympia. His story is just one of many that highlight the popularity and 
importance placed on blood sport from the ancient times till today.
Mankind’s thirst for violence remains unquenched. Grand Theft Auto, a 
video game glorifying car theft and the mindless killing of innocent people, 
remains one of the most popular series of video games in circulation, and is 
currently in its sixth edition. Blockbuster hits such as Avatar, The Avengers, Star 
Wars and even Harry Potter are sure to have scenes of killing and violence, to 
keep audiences on the edge of their seats. The gradual acceptance of MMA 
as a mainstream sport is another indicator of man’s affinity for combat. Back 
in the days of the very first Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC), fights 
had to be held in North American Indian reservations because of a lack of 
state approval. Today, fights are routinely held in the MGM Grand Arena in 
Las Vegas, and the UFC is about to hold its very first show in Madison Square 
Garden, New York, after getting long-awaited approval from the New York 
State Athletic Commission. Even traditionally conservative countries such as 
Singapore and China have held large scale MMA events, signifying the public 
acceptance of the violent sport of MMA today.
•••
As the bell rang, I took up my orthodox muay thai stance, with hands held 
high and one leg behind the other. My opponent looked stocky and power-
ful, but I had a good reach advantage over him which I was eager to exploit. 
We both took turns throwing jabs, more as a ruler to measure distance than 
to inflict real damage. Once I found the sweet spot, I unleashed a one-two 
jab cross combo, visualising my gloved fists on his head. Instead, he cleverly 
circled away, and I was left hitting the air. I could almost swear that he grinned 
after my miss. Just you wait, I thought to myself, mindful to keep cool and 
stick to my game plan. He threw a few punch combinations, which I tried to 
stuff with my superior reach. I timed a few push kicks to counter his 
punches, but they seemed to have little effect on him. This went 
on and before we knew it, the bell rang again, signifying the end 
of the first of three rounds.
In my corner, my team sat me down and began preparing me 
for the next three minutes of action. My senior massaged my arms 
while my brother took a towel to fan me. My coach yelled, this is 
muay thai, I want to see you use your roundhouse kicks! Set it up 
with the one-two! I nodded, and headed back to the ring, wanting 
to inflict some real damage.
The second round was very different from the first. We both 
came out strong, landing swift punch combinations on the other. 
As I was throwing my one-two combo, I heard a shout “LEFT KICK!” 
and I naturally unleashed it square on my opponent’s midsection. 
He took a step back and it was my turn to grin in delight. Furious, he 
began loading up on his punches, and before long, I found myself 
in the corner of the ring. Though not all of his shots landed, those 
that did were heavy ones, which were beginning to wear me down. 
I had to reassert my dominance or risk losing the round. “Clinch up!” 
my brother shouted, and I tied up his arm and neck, engaging him 
in a Thai Clinch. It was a violent tango, each of us taking turns to 
throw knees on the other. I did not know what took over me, but I 
hip-tossed my opponent during the clinch, then landed flat on his 
chest. I made sure to take my time getting up, wanting to exhaust 
him by straddling him with my weight. The judo throw was highly 
illegal in muay thai, and I knew this. The referee gave me a warning 
but did not deduct a point. After we stood up, we exchanged a few 
more kicks and punches, and the bell rang again.
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I could not recall what happened during the final break, as my adrenalin 
was pumping too much for me to pay attention to my coaches. All I remember 
was re-entering the centre of the ring, wanting to finish the fight strong and 
get my hand raised.
Again, we both came out boldly, trying our best to outdo the other. A minute 
into the final round, I could feel my arm muscles begin to wear out, and my 
gloves felt more of a burden than an offensive weapon. For a brief moment, I 
panicked, questioning my ability to win the fight. The first two rounds could 
have gone either way, and this final round would ostensibly decide the fight. 
I exhaled and took a deep breath, taking a second to regroup both mentally 
and physically. Having fought five-round simulation matches with my seniors 
and training partners, my cardio should not have been a problem. Real fights 
were inevitably more tiring than sparring matches, but the adrenalin should 
have been enough to make up for it. I noticed that my opponent too was 
slowing down his combinations, and was seemingly more flat-footed than the 
previous rounds. His hands were also hanging low from fatigue. It was now or 
never, and I was not about to let my six months of dieting, physical torture and 
hard training go down the drain. I heard his corner shout “Final minute, finish 
him!” I smirked. While the voice was not familiar to me, the words did enough 
to put a second wind in my sails. I faked a right kick and followed with a swift 
one-two left-kick combination, something that was taught to me by a senior 
Thai master on one of my training camps in Phuket. It had become my go-to 
move ever since. My opponent was taken aback, and that seemed enough to 
light his fire as well. He returned with a fake jab and a solid body hook, hitting 
me hard on the ribs. Everyone began cheering wildly. It took two and a half 
rounds, but things were finally getting nasty. I tried for a head-kick knockout, 
only for it to be blocked by his forearms. He immediately returned in kind, and 
I instinctively leaned backward, feeling the wind from his kick brush across 
my face. “Final 10 seconds!” someone shouted. We stood squarely in front of 
each other, swinging wildly, exchanging blow for blow. It was no longer muay 
thai, just some amateur street brawl where we no longer bothered blocking 
or moving away, just taking hits and hitting back even harder. At long last, the 
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final bell rang, and we moved to embrace each other. Ironic, given how just 
seconds ago, we were aiming to take each other’s heads off.
We waited anxiously for the judges’ decision. Minutes felt like an eternity. 
I was not so sure I had done enough. There was nothing to do but keep my 
head high and act as though I was sure of the win. The referee signalled for 
us to come forward, holding me in one hand and my opponent in the other. 
“And the winner is… the blue corner!” My hand was raised and I punched my 
other fist in the air in elation. My opponent looked utterly dismayed. Before I 
continued celebrating, I had a word with him. “You hit hard mate, good fight.” 
He forced a smile, and muttered a word of reciprocal thanks. We touched 
gloves for the final time and headed out of the ring to meet our families and 
supporters.
Strangely, after the fight, I did not feel much joy or happiness with my 
win. Rather, it was a sense of relief, as though I had exorcised an inner demon 
inside me. In hindsight, it seems that all along, I had an innate, hard-wired 
desire to fight, and I was grateful to my opponent for providing me with the 
challenge I needed.
PART THREE
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Money Suit Social Experiment 
(1) : 
Orchard Road
Eugene Peter
Introduction
In the past decade, income inequality has risen in Singapore. It remains high despite the government taking steps to close the income gap. A question that arose in class was whether is it immoral to be rich in a highly unequal 
world. I gave a presentation on this topic and highlighted the negative effects 
of income inequality. From a broader perspective, income inequality can stifle 
economic growth and productivity. Wealthy citizens may have disproportionate 
influence on the political process. Unequal income distribution may increase 
political instability and entrench rent-seeking and predatory market behaviour. 
We showed two videos. The first was a Ted talk titled “Are rich people mean?” 
The talk made the point that more wealth often leads to self-righteous people 
who think they are entitled to special benefits as they have earned them fairly.
The second video was a ‘Money Suit Social Experiment’ carried out in the 
streets of New York City. The video followed a man in a suit with dollar bills 
stuck on the front, sleeves and back of his jacket. He held a sign that read 
“Take What You Need!” The results in the video were shocking as it showed 
that the wealthy people had no qualm or shame taking money off the man’s 
jacket even though they did not need the money. Only a homeless man took 
what he needed for his next meal.
The second video captured the attention of the class. We wondered whether 
a similar social experiment would produce similar results in Singapore. Our 
group decided to take up the challenge. At first, I was doubtful about the 

feasibility of this project and apprehensive about embarking on it for 
fear of negative repercussions. It was my final semester in SMU and 
I thought to myself, “If not now, when?” I wanted to do something 
memorable so that 20 or 30 years down the road, I could look back 
and be glad that I took up the challenge. I told my parents about this 
project and they thought I was crazy to give free money to people 
in Orchard Road. They hypothesised that the money would be gone 
within the first five to ten minutes given how kiasu Singaporeans are.
Hypotheses
After much discussion, we decided to test the reactions of people 
to a sign that reads “Take what you need!” in both English and 
Mandarin, held by a man walking down Orchard Road in a money 
suit. We wanted to find out if passersby who appear to be wealthier 
would take more money compared to the less well-dressed ones. 
In addition, we wanted to understand whether reactions differed 
according to gender, age and race. We decided also to find out 
whether the gender of the person in the money suit affected the 
responses of passersby.
Before the day of the experiment, our group determined that the 
experiment would not infringe any laws or violate anybody’s privacy. 
To the best of our knowledge, our experiment would be the first of 
its kind to be carried out in the heart of Singapore. 
On 18 March 2016, my team together with volunteers from the 
Capstone class and Professor Pang Eng Fong went down to Ngee 
Ann City Shopping Centre and began our social experiment at 3 pm. 
I suited up while colleagues with cameras positioned themselves to 
film the reactions of onlookers and passersby. 
With a microphone attached on me to record conversations, I 
questioned people who tried to take bills off my money suit. My 
colleagues interviewed some people who took the money. Their 
answers were revealing as many did not fully understand the sign, 
“Take what you need”.
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Predictions and findings 
We predicted that nobody would venture to take the money in the first five 
minutes and that we would need someone from the class to show others that 
it was alright to peel the money off the suit. This hypothesis turned out to be 
right. When I approached passersby, their first reaction was to say “no” and 
only after we explained to them that it was okay to take the money that they 
were comfortable doing so. Their reluctance may have been due to the natural 
tendency to avoid strangers on the street. Some may have thought that I was 
a salesperson, giving out flyers. 
A different hypothesis was that the money (in $2 and $10 denominations) 
would be peeled off in less than 30 minutes. As it turned out, not all the money 
was taken in a short time. Maybe it was the blazing hot weather which dis-
couraged walkers from lingering on the street. Perhaps it was because most 
of the money taped on the jacket was in a denomination of S$2, a sum too 
small to entice people. 
Our class predicted that people in Singapore might be more receptive to 
taking money off a female than off a male. Our results were inconclusive as 
we did not manage to accurately capture the sum taken off the money suit 
worn by myself and a female in our group. Our impression, though, is that 
more people were willing to engage the female suit wearer in conversation, 
The “Money Suit” video from the US showed the better-dressed people to 
have been more “greedy” in taking free money. Our experiment revealed that 
many Singaporeans were shocked and did not want to take the money as they 
were not in dire need. A man in his 20s was quite shocked at what we were 
doing. He felt money was extremely important in Singapore which is one of 
the world’s most expensive countries to live in. A lady followed us for half an 
hour before approaching us to warn us that what we were doing might be 
illegal. She could not understand why we were giving money away. She felt it 
was unfair that people who did not need the money should be able to take it. 
We were most impressed by an old lady and her blind son who was a street 
performer. She only took one S$2 note even though we tried persuading her 
to take more. She said she was a firm believer in God and therefore should 
not be greedy. 
We asked many passers-by to take the money if they needed it. Several 
returned the money they took after they learnt that they should take the money 
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if they needed it. Others did not take any money as they felt the money should 
be given to those who needed them more.
We thought that foreigners were more likely than Singaporeans to take the 
money as they were more open and daring. Many tourists we approached took 
only one S$2 note, saying they would keep it as a souvenir. Some were puzzled 
by our experiment and wanted to understand our reasons for conducting it. 
The social experiment was an eye-opener as we received many requests 
for photos and questions by onlookers. It gave us an opportunity to explain 
the purpose of our experiment.
Limitations and lessons 
Our social experiment is limited in several ways. Our group lacked experi-
ence in fieldwork. We did not have the right equipment to film the entire 
social experiment. We improvised and used our phones as voice recorders. 
We were not able to film or question all who took money off the suit. A few 
passersby had seen the YouTube video of the New York experiment and so 
did not participate. 
The mostly S$2 notes on the suit may have been too little to tempt people. 
Using larger denominations might have attracted greater interest of passersby 
who saw the sign. It would be interesting to also conduct the experiment in a 
public housing estate, and to compare the results with the experiment done 
in Orchard Road. 
This social experiment was a great way to end our Capstone class. We are 
grateful for the opportunity. The social experiment tested me physically and 
mentally in ways I did not expect. Speaking on behalf of my team, I can say 
we all enjoyed doing the experiment and learnt much about human behav-
iour from it. 
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Money Suit Social Experiment 
(2): 
Ang Mo Kio 
Chan Si Ning Vanessa 
Chan Yi Ping Rochelle 
Choo Teck Li 
Teo Sheng Hui Bernard
Abstract:
This ‘Money Suit Social Experiment’ follows in the footsteps of a New York version as well as a Singapore (Orchard Road) ver-sion. The experiment takes an exploratory research approach, 
and was conducted in Ang Mo Kio, one of the HDB heartlands in 
Singapore. Similar to the previous two experiments, this experiment 
seeks to gather responses towards “free money” which is displayed 
alongside a sign that reads “Take what you need”. A secondary aim 
of the experiment is to observe the magnitude of need in every 
person who take bills from the money suit. This report finds a pat-
tern in the responses gathered and explains the interview findings. 
Location
Ang Mo Kio Central (Open Area near Jubilee Plaza & Open Area 
near McDonalds)
We chose Ang Mo Kio Central as it is a mature estate with a hand-
ful of recent developments. It is home to a good mix of people in 
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terms of age and income. According to the latest Census of Population published 
by Statistics Singapore (2010), Ang Mo Kio has the third largest population of 
people above the age of 65. It also has the tenth largest population of people 
under 15 years of age. 
Experiment description
The experiment was conducted on 22 October (Saturday). As the title of 
the experiment suggests, a male and a female each wore a formal suit with 
Singapore dollar bills pasted across a “money suit”. They held a white corru-
gated signboard that read “Take what you need”. The Singapore dollar notes 
were denominated in 2, 5 and 10 with the quantity inversely proportionate to 
its nominal value. We wanted to find out whether the higher denominations 
bills would be taken first.
Whenever a participant took money, the researcher in the money suit 
would prompt an interview with the questions “Do you need the money?” 
and “What are you going to use it for?” The responses were recorded in audio 
and video form.
Key observations
We highlight the responses to our questions.
1. Three retiree aunties said that they were going to use the money 
to buy themselves food. 
2. An Indian man, who was part of a multi-racial Indian-Chinese 
family unit, remarked that his wife had directed his attention to 
us and he approached us only to read the sign and realise that 
he and his family do not need the money.
3. As there were Flag Day activities around the time of our experi-
ment, many people took bills and donated them to Flag Day 
collectors.
4. A group of retirees told us about the financial plight of a handi-
capped toilet cleaner working nearby and took some money 
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on his behalf.
5. Two boys took the money and bought bottled water for our team 
members who were recording on video the experiment. They 
said they appreciated the work they were doing.
6. An Indian family unit took a total of $67. When approached by 
children Flag Day collectors, they donated coins.
7. A visually-impaired resident busker took a token sum of money 
and rejected her friend when he tried to take more money for 
her. She remarked that she wanted to earn her own keep. 
Key findings and trends
The Singaporean general population subscribed to meritocracy, that people 
should earn their keep. When they encountered the researchers in the money 
suit, they were puzzled that money was being given away with no strings 
attached. A few thought that it was part of some marketing campaign. 
When interviewed immediately after taking some bills, several participants 
decided that they did not need the money or did not need as much as they 
had thought they needed. They changed their mind when they understood 
the meaning of “need”.
A few people gave our researcher in the money suit money thinking the 
experiment was carried out for a charitable cause. One interviewee exclaimed 
that the experiment would bring out the greed in people.
We repeated the experiment with a female researcher in a money suit at 
a location not far from the first. All the bills were taken within five minutes 
compared to the 30 minutes when the money suit was worn by a male. 
The general public kept their distance from the male in the money suit but 
a crowd gathered quickly around the female in the money suit. The response 
to the male in the money suit was tentative, even sceptical. Bills were removed 
one at a time. With the female researcher, people rushed to take many notes.
Conclusion
Our experiment elicited a good variety of responses and reactions. We expected 
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to see people seizing the opportunity to get “free money”. We were pleasantly 
surprised that most people did not. Several people we interviewed shared their 
thinking process. They changed their mind after discussing with their family 
or friends whether they should take the bills being offered. Whether one is 
content or not depends on one’s view of the relationship between desires and 
fulfilment. The quotes below from two philosophers are worth pondering over. 
“I have learnt to seek my happiness by limiting my desires, rather than in 
attempting to satisfy them.”
— J S Mills
“He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with 
what he would like to have.”
— Socrates
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Money Suit Social Experiment 
(3) : 
Holland Village and Clementi 
Chua Bao Hui
Muhammad Danial Bin Yusuf
Oon Chian Yi Gabriel
Teo Choon Wei Jonathan
Summary
On 22 October 2016, our group carried out the ‘Money Suit Social Experiement’ in Clementi and Holland Village, an experiment first conducted in New York City by Coby Persin. We summarise our 
key findings below. Internal and external factors help explain the results. We 
conclude that the three most influential factors in descending order are the 
perceived value of money, the need for image-preservation (mian zi or “face”) 
and an over-competitive mentality associated the fear of losing out (kiasu-ism 
in local parlance).
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Motivation
Our group was introduced to the ‘Money Suit Social Experiment’ in our Capstone 
class. We viewed on Youtube the original experiment in New York City, and 
the one carried out in Orchard Road in Singapore by students in a previous 
Capstone class. The original experiment was conducted with Coby Persin 
wearing a suit stuck with one-dollar bills while carrying a sign that says “Take 
What You Need”. The first Singapore experiment was conducted with first a 
male student wearing a suit with two-dollar and ten-dollar bills and then with 
a female student. They carried a sign with the same message in both English 
and Chinese.
The New York experiment showed several apparently well-to-do subjects 
taking dollar bills from the experimenter without hesitation, remorse or shame, 
even after they were questioned on their need and called out for carrying 
branded goods worth hundreds of dollars. The experiment then featured 
a homeless man who opted to take only $2 even after the experimenter 
prompted him to take more. The subject declined, saying he had enough for 
his next meal and others might need the money more. The New York experi-
ment suggested that it was the richer people on the streets who were greedier.
The Orchard Road experiment showed mixed results. The less well-off 
people who approached the money suit researchers took what they thought 
was enough. The better-to-do crowd appeared to be more apprehensive about 
taking money. Our group felt that the people the Orchard Road researchers 
met were not representative of the Singaporean population. Orchard Road 
was in the heart of downtown with many tourists and shoppers.
We also acknowledge that the design and video presentation of each 
experiment could be skewed for dramatic effects.
Experiment
Our experiment was similar to the Orchard Road experiment in that it was 
conducted with a student of each gender wearing a suit pasted with bills, and 
with the experimenters carrying a sign with the same message in both English 
and Chinese. The two experimenters circled each experiment venue (one 
after the other) for about two hours or sooner, until the bills on the suit were 
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depleted. Subjects were invited by the experimenter to respond to a similar 
set of questions which included “Do you really need this money?”, “What do you 
need this money for?” and “Are you sure you need this money for [cited purpose]?”
Our experiment differed from the Orchard Road experiment in the location 
and the denomination of dollar bills used.
Firstly, the locations were the town centres of two heartland locations, 
Holland Village and Clementi, the former being known to be more fre-
quented by expatriates. By going into heartland locations, we were targeting 
Singaporeans who live in public housing estates, which are home to 85% of 
Singapore’s resident population. The town centre in these heartland locations 
would have a fairly representative sample of Singaporeans.
Secondly, the dollar bills used were in two-dollar, five-dollar and ten-dollar 
denominations. By adding bills in five-dollar denomination, we would be 
observing a clearer relationship between the uptake and bill denomination. 
The three different denominations would allow us to examine how the value 
of the incentive affects the decision to participate and the reactions of those 
who took bills from the researchers wearing the “money suits”.
Findings
The reactions from the experiment can be classified under the following 
broad findings.
1. Citing low-level needs
In both locations, we observed that in justifying their participation, many 
subjects often cited physiological and safety needs such as food and personal 
or financial security as their reasons.
2. Sceptical and wary
In both locations, we observed that many potential subjects and even par-
ticipating subjects were sceptical of the legitimacy of the money and wary of 
being duped, trapped in a marketing gimmick or asked to give something in 
return. This observation applies more to Holland Village than Clementi.
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3. Non-needy informing needy
In both locations, there were a few instances of a non-needy person inform-
ing or even directing a needy person to go to the experimenter. While they 
encourage needy persons to participate, the non-needy persons remained 
as bystanders.
4. Mob formation 
Particularly in Clementi, we observed several instances of a crowd forming, 
which evolved into a mob that surrounded the experimenter and dissipated 
only after the money suit was stripped bare or when members were satis-
fied with their takings. The crowds started with strangers forming subtle 
coalitions, approaching the experimenter to strike a conversation. The small 
crowd would in turn attract other onlookers, each waiting for something to 
happen. As soon as one person reached out to remove bills from the money 
suit experimenter, many followed.
5. Offering something in return
In both locations, we observed some instances where a subject offered some-
thing in return for taking bills from the money suit. These exchanges included 
food samples, vinyl records, key chains and loose change.
6. Egging on others
Particularly in Clementi, we observed several instances of a subject egging 
on his or her companions. Several adults at a distance from the “money suit” 
researcher egged children to take bills.
7. Having fun with the experiment
In both locations, we observed a few subjects who seemed thrilled to be 
participating in the experiment. These included young boys in Clementi and 
some older men in Holland Village.
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8. Herd behaviour
Particularly in Clementi, we observed herd behaviour. Several subjects would 
approach the “money suit” experimenter when they saw someone making the 
first move to take money. They gave the same reasons earlier takers provided.
9. Higher uptake for higher denominations
In both locations, there was a clear trend for subjects to go first for the higher 
denomination dollar bills. Several subjects showed little interest in taking 
money when only two-dollar bills were left on the money suit. 
10. Supporting the social experiment cause
To our surprise, in Holland Village, several people donated money to the 
“money suit” wearer, thinking that the experiment was for a charitable cause.
11. High levels of interaction
The subjects did not shy away from responding to questions by the “money 
suit” wearer, especially in Clementi.
12. Changing minds after probing
In both locations, a few subjects changed their mind about taking money 
when asked about their motive for taking the dollar bills.
13. Taking just enough
In both locations, there are instances of subjects taking just enough bills for 
their needs. These subjects appeared to be less well-off.
Postulated factors
We identified five internal and four external factors that prompted subjects 
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to take money from the “money suit” wearer. The cause-effect relationships 
between postulated factors and findings may be more complex and dynamic 
than described. A summary of our analysis is provided in the Appendix.
Internal factors
Need for image-preservation (“mian-zi” or “face”)
Image-preservation or “saving face” or “mian-zi” (面子) describes the lengths 
to which a person seeks to protect his or her status in society. Asians are 
believed to be more concerned with “saving face”. 
This factor is seen in these findings:
• Finding 2 – subjects were concerned that the experimenter 
might be playing a prank.
• Finding 4 – subjects formed coalitions to approach the experi-
menter as a way to overcome their awkwardness.
• Finding 5 – subjects were eager to show they were of the same 
status as the experimenter.
• Finding 6 – subjects preferred to participate through a third party.
• Finding 10 – subjects altered their reactions under the pressure 
of observers.
• Finding 12 – subjects changed their decision to avoid questions 
by the experimenter.
Need for self-preservation
Self-preservation motivates people to avoid situations where they might be 
harmed. Many subjects were wary of negative repercussions when deciding 
whether to step up and take money from the experimenter. 
 
This factor in shown in these findings:
• Finding 1 – subjects frequently cited low level needs, which 
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they saw as a safe answer.
• Finding 2 – subjects were wary that there are unstated condi-
tions for taking money.
• Finding 4 – subjects formed coalitions, finding safety in numbers.
• Finding 8 – subjects quickly participated after seeing other 
subjects taking money without repercussion.
Tendency to use situation to one’s advantage
Our interviews suggest that subjects rationalised their actions and so absolved 
themselves of guilt for availing themselves to “free” money.
This factor is revealed in these findings:
• Finding 5 - subjects took advantage of the experimenter, giving 
reasons when probed.
• Finding 6 - subjects used convenient excuses such as a child.
Over-competitive mentality (“kiasu-ism”)
Kiasu (怕 输), a phrase in the Hokkien dialect, is commonly used in Singapore 
to describe anxious and selfish behaviour characterised by a fear of losing out. 
These findings suggest a kiasu mentality:
• Finding 4 - subjects stood around, waiting for an appropriate 
time to ‘strike’.
• Finding 6 - subjects participated indirectly by egging on their 
companions.
• Finding 8 - subjects followed the reactions of others so as to 
not lose out.
• Finding 9 - subjects went for the larger bills, maximising their 
takings. A case in point is the trainee lawyer who took $60 in 
the Clementi experiment.
• Finding 11 - subjects initiated interaction with the “money suit” 
wearer.
Ap
pe
nd
ix

Perceived value of money
The perceived value of money refers to the importance an individual 
places on money as a result of social conditioning. As members 
of a meritocratic society, subjects believed effort and reward are 
correlated.
This factor is seen in these findings:
• Finding 2 – subjects found it difficult to believe that 
the experimenter was giving out money for nothing.
• Finding 3 – subjects empathised with the needy and 
saw the need to inform them about the experiment.
• Finding 5 – subjects believed in the need to provide 
some form of consideration in exchange.
• Finding 7 – subjects, young children especially, were 
thrilled to take part in the experiment. 
• Finding 9 – subjects went for the higher bills almost 
every time.
• Finding 10 – subjects understood the reason for the 
experiment and believed that the experimenter would 
pay it forward.
• Finding 12 – subjects understood the real reason 
for the experiment and decided to not take money 
because they had no real need.
• Finding 13 – subjects understood their own needs, 
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giving others a chance to take money from the “money suit” 
wearer.
External factors
Socioeconomic status of subject
The socioeconomic class of the subject influences his/her reactions to and 
participation in the experiment.
This factor is seen in these findings:
• Finding 1 - subjects of lower socioeconomic class have actual 
low-level needs, which they gave as reasons.
• Finding 8 - subjects of lower socioeconomic class tended to 
follow the lead of others.
• Finding 13 - subjects of lower socioeconomic class understood 
the needs of their own and others who might be similarly in 
need, letting the experimenter keep the money for potential 
beneficiaries.
Perceived acceptable behaviour in location
The location of the experiment affects people’s reactions to, and perceptions 
of what is acceptable behaviour.
This factor is seen in these findings:
• Finding 4 – subjects quickly formed into groups, mobbing the 
“money suit” wearer in Clementi.
• Finding 8 – subjects showed herding behaviour in Clementi.
• Finding 11 – subjects minded their own business in Holland 
Village.
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Profile of experimenter
The profile of the experimenter influenced the responses of people. One 
experimenter, a Malay male had fewer takers and conversations started with 
him. The second experimenter, a female Chinese, appeared more approach-
able and so had greater success in questioning subjects.
This factor appeared in these findings:
• Finding 11 – subjects became distrustful when interacting with 
a friendly experimenter.
• Finding 12 – subjects were more honest when questioned by a 
more approachable experimenter.
Size of crowd
Crowd size affects the reactions of passers-and their participation.
This factor is seen in these findings:
• Finding 2 – subjects were less sceptical and more wary in a 
bigger crowd.
• Finding 8 – subjects followed herd behaviour when there was 
a bigger crowd.
Conclusion
The experiment sheds some light on the Singaporean’s approach to life. The 
three most influential factors that drive Singaporeans reactions were the 
perceived value of money, the need for image-preservation (“mian-zi”) and 
an over-competitive mentality. Singaporeans define their needs in a relative 
and pragmatic manner, redefining them as the country evolves. We end this 
account with a question:
Do Singaporeans need a “needs compass” in life? 
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 Cynicism is Easy
Chen Zhan Feng 
“There is a principle, supposed to prevail among many, which 
is utterly incompatible with all virtue or moral sentiment; and 
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as it can proceed from nothing but the most depraved disposition, so in 
its turn it tends still further to encourage that depravity. This principle 
is, that all benevolence is mere hypocrisy, friendship a cheat, public 
spirit a farce, fidelity a snare to procure trust and confidence; and that 
while all of us, at bottom, pursue only our private interest, we wear 
these fair disguises, in order to put others off their guard, and expose 
them the more to our wiles and machinations.”
— David Hume
The year 2016 has been a terrible year. Besides the earthquakes, typhoons and the rising death toll in the Middle East, ballot boxes on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean turned out the worst possible outcome in the form 
of Brexit by referendum and the election of President Trump. As Oxford dic-
tionary crowns “post-truth” as the word of the year, it is hard not to be cynical. 
“There is no hope!” the cynic proclaims. Best case, it is business as usual 
for politicians, and human progress will be mired by the bureaucracy of the 
powers that be; regulations abound even though there is not enough done 
for the poor, the disadvantaged and the environment. Worst case, the fate of 
the earth will be swayed by the whims of public opinion, shaped by the wishes 
of those who control the media. Currency laughs in the face of progress as 
exploitation becomes the champion of economic progress. Who cares about 
the Earth when they cannot even put food on the table? Who cares about 
refugees when they are not that much better off themselves?
The east is no better. Japan and Taiwan struggle with economic reform and 
an aging society. Koreans are still reeling in shock that their president was a 
puppet of a cult leader, a K-Pop music video director can influence national 
security issues. Voices of dissent are silenced again in Hong Kong. In the region, 
Philippines turned its back on its allies and pandered to China while burying 
a war-criminal in a state cemetery. Thailand lost a beloved king and will get 
his unpopular son as a replacement. Malaysia sinks further into racial and 
religious politics. Thankfully, Indonesia managed to give us clean air this year.
Even as we complain about the civic manners of Chinese nationals, their 
ethos of 人不为己, 天诛地灭 (rén bù wéi jǐ tiān zhū dì miè) echoes in Singapore as 
well, which roughly translated means “every man for himself”. In this hope-
less world, Singaporeans stand rugged and resilient. Our kiasu culture makes 
us especially adept. My exchange semester at Wharton was an interesting 
experience. Observing other high-functioning Singaporeans striving in an Ivy 
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League school was like an out-of-body experience. I witnessed kiasu-ness in 
the psyche of Singaporeans even half way around the globe.
Living in the capital of pragmatism puts a toll on your spirit. It is easy to 
become desensitised to a disrupted, uncertain world, to be apathetic to our 
own wretchedness. There are no ideals, but snares for the will of men, no faith 
but opiates for the masses. In a world devoid of meaning and purpose, the 
hopeless cynic can do as he wishes, enjoying freedom from moralistic restraints 
while steeped in hypocrisy. “What’s the point?” he will ask; one should just eat, 
drink and make merry. For what great dreams can there be, but a stroking of 
the ego, asks the cynic; what great aims can there be, but the oppression of 
another’s will, he screams. So we trudge along our lives, busying ourselves 
with things we “have to” do, because the cost of not being cynical is too high.
As a highly educated individual in this post-modern world, it is difficult 
not to be cynical about ideals, dreams and goals. In Singapore, in particular, 
we learn to avoid risk-taking. Sure, we are all capable of doing great things 
in life if only we try. Yet we are often too aware of fantastical success stories. 
For some who are shouldering responsibilities, going for the safer option is 
the only choice, the alternative is simply irresponsible.
Yet, I find that life embodies the greater ideals and is powered by them. 
From the quest for the absolute truth by philosophers and scientists to the 
love embodied daily by the common man, life manifests goodness that 
requires no justification. Altruism, though fleeting against the selfish ego of 
the individual, does manifest itself. Man can identify that to love his neigh-
bour is good, without needing a promise of compensation or some abstract 
notion of societal good.
Yes, these ideals are frail at best, and delusional when measured against 
the history of mankind. However, what defines life ought not to be the shadow 
of a man’s failures in the past, but his capacity for good in the days to come. 
When faced with the weight of grim expectations and heavy responsibility, it 
matters that we try for ideals that appear so detached from reality at times. For 
even in our failure, our attempts give our lives meaning, they keep us moving. 
Even as the cynic mocks and laughs in the sidelines, it is only by clinging onto 
the greater ideals that we can move forward.
Cynicism is easy – it does not take much to be aware of our flaws and 
hypocrisies. It takes much more to struggle to be better, to rise above and 
conquer these failures. Though we see these ideals through a mirror dimly, 
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we fight for the day that we can see them face to face. Yes, we are doomed to 
fail and prove ourselves hypocrites in our selfishness. But I propose that toils 
and struggle give life meaning. I end this rant with a verse from Dylan Thomas, 
a call to arms for those who fight:
Though wise men at their end know dark is right,
Because their words had forked no lightning they
Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
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On Meritocracy, Hard Work 
and Death
Travis Ng
Introduction
During the Capstone Course, we had the opportunity to discuss issues ranging from various conceptions of the meaning of life to spiritual-ity. Some concepts were more abstract than what we were used to. 
Nonetheless, confronting some of these topics for the first time brought to 
our awareness bigger questions in life. Contemplating these questions has 
been unsettling but it has clarified for me some of these concepts. I would 
like to share my thoughts on three themes, namely, meritocracy, hard work, 
and death. I have encountered these themes in my life and I will expand on 
them in this essay, starting with meritocracy.
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My life : a summary
I come from a lower-income, Mandarin/Hokkien-speaking family. My dad did 
not complete primary education and my mum left school when she was in 
Secondary One. Their hope was that I would receive a good education and rise 
in society and lead a better life than they did. This concept of upward social 
mobility through education was, and still is, a common belief in our society. My 
dad worked hard to provide for my school expenses while my mum enrolled 
me in subsidised enrichment classes so I could receive the best education that 
they could afford. Having done reasonably well in the Primary School Leaving 
Examination, I gained admission into one of the better neighbourhood schools.
I enrolled in Xinmin Secondary School, a school with three Streams: Express, 
Normal Academic, and Normal Technical. My social circle in school encom-
passed students from all three Streams. It helped me gain a more balanced 
perspective of our society. I remember some friends had to work part-time 
to help out with their family finances. This meant less time for school assign-
ments, and it affected their grades. While I had worked during the school 
holidays to earn extra pocket money, I did not need to work during the school 
semester, a privilege I enjoyed. During one of our Capstone classes, we were 
asked what we thought was the luckiest thing that happened in our lives. For 
me, it was meeting my secondary school geography teacher who taught me 
that education was the key to social mobility. This concept has stuck with me 
since and it has been a constant reminder for me to stay focused in school 
and excel academically.
In our adolescence, we are highly susceptible to peer pressure. Making 
the wrong decisions can cost us later in life. Unfortunately, some of my closer 
friends from the Normal Streams succumbed to negative peer pressure. A few 
got involved with triads and committed criminal offences, and were sent to 
the boys’ home. As I had resolved to excel academically, I was able to ward 
off negative influences. My hard work paid off and I gained admission into a 
reasonably good junior college.
I recall a time in junior college when I needed extra help to improve my 
ailing grades, and tuition seemed like the best option. Ideally, I would have 
wanted to attend tuition classes for two subjects. Limited resources meant 
that I had to prioritise my choices. While my dad agreed to pay for one tuition 
class, I felt a tinge of guilt as I knew that $250 a month was no small sum for 
him. About the same time when I started attending tuition classes, a classmate 
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complained to me about how he wished he had not signed up for two tuition 
classes as he thought they were boring. In light of my own situation, I thought 
his comment was insensitive, to say the least. Although I contemplated the 
concept of fairness, I knew there was no point in dwelling on the subject. Being 
aware that there was a marked increase in school fees from pre-university to 
tertiary education, I pushed myself to do well academically to secure a schol-
arship. When I scored grades sufficient to secure a scholarship that covered 
my school fees, I felt that my hard work had truly paid off. As a 19-year-old 
Singaporean, I felt like the promise of meritocracy held true. However, in recent 
years, commentaries in both mainstream and alternative media websites have 
challenged the effectiveness of our meritocratic system, and with this in mind, 
I would like to examine the state of our system today.
On meritocracy
Meritocracy has always been a key principle of governance for Singapore. 
Many people have credited this enduring principle as a critical element of our 
success. This principle is reflected in our education system, which is focused 
on selecting and nurturing the best talent, and also channelling some of the 
brightest into public service. The idea that one should be rewarded on the 
basis of merit is appealing to many. It explains why most parents (including 
mine) preach the importance of education to their children. The publication 
Living the Singapore Dream lends weight to the argument that our meritocratic 
system which accords equal opportunity has enabled Singaporeans from hum-
ble beginnings to maximise their potential and attain upward social mobility.
As our society matures, the playing field is no longer as level as it once 
was. The notion that schools are equalisers of opportunity for all has gradually 
been eroded. PM Lee publicly acknowledged this in 2011, when he said “the 
children of successful people are doing better, the children of less successful 
people are doing less well.” As our meritocracy rewards the best performers, 
there is an incentive for individuals to seek a competitive edge through non-
meritocratic methods. To do so, having extra resources and connections are 
important. Parents who can afford extra tuition and enrichment classes can 
give their child an advantage over their peers. I have observed this for myself, 
particularly when I was in junior college. As most of my classmates could 

afford multiple tuition classes, it struck me that the odds are not 
in your favour if you do not possess such resources or exceptional 
intelligence. At the end of the day, I found myself falling back on 
the one redeeming quality that had allowed me to do well earlier 
in life – hard work. Yet, the notion that someone from a less privi-
leged background would be short-changed in one way or another 
was unsettling for me. This led me to conceive a long-term goal of 
establishing a scholarship when I am older to help students with 
financial difficulties.
Hard work, luck and obligation
In class, a point was raised that some of us might have exaggerated 
the importance of hardwork in our success and under-estimated the 
role of luck. I used to credit much of my success to hard work. But 
my perspective on hard work has since changed.
University ethics classes provided new perspectives that chal-
lenged my assumptions. About a year ago, while I was working on 
my ethics assignment, I had read extensively to acquire domain 
knowledge. Along the way, I chanced upon a paper by John Rawls 
on effort. According to Rawls, even effort may be the result of a good 
upbringing, and effort is “influenced by contingencies for which 
we can claim no credit.” Hence, he is of the view that if one has the 
predisposition to work hard, it could very well be the result of other 
exogenous factors such as a good upbringing, which is contingent 
on luck and circumstances. Following this logic, we cannot naively 
attribute our success to hardwork and ignore the other elements 
at play. While I used to credit whatever success I had to diligence, 
I now accept that I was also lucky enough to have been brought 
up in a favourable environment that predisposed me to work hard.
As I continued my readings, I came across John Rawls’ arguments 
on meritocracy and justice. According to him, “while the merito-
cratic conception of justice corrects for certain morally arbitrary 
advantages, it still falls short of justice as the system still permits the 
distribution of wealth and income to be determined by the natural 
distribution of abilities and talents.” To address the gap that the 
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meritocratic conception of justice brings about, he lays down the difference 
principle, which “represents an agreement to regard the distribution of natural 
talents as a common asset and to share in the benefits of this distribution”. 
Rawls believes that those who have been lucky can only benefit from it on 
grounds that they improve the situation of those who are less lucky. Michael 
Lewis echoed a similar belief in his Princeton commencement address, where 
he mentioned that “if you had success, you have also had luck, and with that 
luck comes obligation… You owe a debt to the unlucky”. While this is a noble 
sentiment, it might be too idealistic. If the notion that luck plays a role in 
one’s success does not resonate with the upper strata of society, it might be 
less inclined to redistribute resources to the lower strata of the population. 
Nonetheless, this concept is now rooted in my mind, and I hope to help the 
“unlucky” in time to come.
A case study that encapsulates the essence of hardwork, luck and the 
difference principle is Bill Gates’ life story. Gates was born into a well-to-do 
family where he had the luxury of attending private schools, and gaining 
access to computers at a time when it was not a commodity. His background, 
combined with his intelligence, ambition, and capacity to work hard enabled 
him to establish Microsoft. Luck had a huge part to play in Microsoft’s meteoric 
rise – the story of how Microsoft came to develop the operating software, 
retained ownership of the operating system where it could license each copy 
for a modest royalty fee, all had a huge element of luck baked in it. Following 
his success, Gates had acted in accordance with the difference principle. He 
made use of his fortune to improve the situation of those who are “less lucky”. 
Through the establishment of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, he 
contributed to the fight against the most critical problems of our time. This 
serves as yet another reminder to myself to help the “less lucky” in our society.
Death and the lessons to draw from it
While death is a topic that is unsettling, I believe that we can draw important 
lessons as we contemplate it. About three years ago, like any other freshman, 
I struggled to stay afloat amidst tests and assignments. Most of my time was 
spent in school and I was oblivious to what was happening at home. During 
recess week, I inadvertently learnt that my mum was suspected of having 
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cancer. She had kept this to herself as she feared it would distract me from my 
day-to-day activities. While I was thrown into a state of shock, I developed a 
newfound respect for my mother. I knew it required a great deal of courage 
for her to keep this news from me. In a month’s time, she was due for her 
confirmation diagnosis. I decided that it was my responsibility to follow her 
to the hospital. As we sat outside the doctor’s room, I remembered seeing 
a sign that advised patients to remain calm, even though the wait might be 
excruciating. My mum tried to keep her cool but her clenched fist and unusu-
ally straight posture gave her anxiety away. When it was finally our turn, we 
went into the room and sat ourselves down, bracing ourselves for the worst. 
When the doctor broke the news that she did not have cancer after all, I let out 
a sigh of relief. My mum was one of the lucky few who could walk out of the 
room without being overwhelmed by sadness or anxiety as to what the future 
may hold. This incident made me reflect whether I had fulfilled my duties as 
a son. While I consider myself to be filial, the possibility that she might pass 
away soon reminded me to be more considerate and patient than I had been.
A year later, I came to learn of the death of a familiar face in school. Having 
spent most of my time in school during my freshman year, I found myself visit-
ing the duck rice stall at ‘Koufu’ every day. Despite my busy schedule, brief 
conversations with the owners of the stall – a husband-and-wife team – had 
provided me with a sense of familiarity. Perhaps it was because we were con-
versing in Hokkien, a dialect we were comfortable with. In early 2014, I noticed 
that the stall was closed for two consecutive days. Through conversations 
with the aunties at the beverage stall, I learnt that the husband had suffered 
a stroke while working, and that he had passed away the same day. I gathered 
a group of friends who were familiar with the owners and we went to his wake 
to pay our respects. After arriving at the wake, we spoke to his wife who was 
accompanied by her young daughters. It must have been difficult for her to 
put on a strong front. While I tried to empathise with her, I knew I could never 
feel the magnitude of her pain and loneliness.
The lesson I draw from the experiences is that we do not think about death 
enough, and this puts us in a vulnerable position. While we may take comfort 
in the thought that most people will live to a good old age of 82, we should be 
aware that this life-expectancy figure is only an average figure. There is still a 
possibility that our friends or loved ones can pass away suddenly or contract 
a terminal illness that would shorten their life span. We might not be mentally 
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and emotionally prepared when it happens. In this regard, the occasional 
contemplation of the death of a loved one can be beneficial for two reasons. 
First, it can prepare us both mentally and emotionally so that we would be less 
vulnerable when death occurs. Secondly, it will guide us to act in a way that 
leaves us with fewer regrets should they pass away. While I am a freethinker, 
I find the “death awareness” concept in Buddhist literature useful in explain-
ing this second point. This concept holds that if we develop an awareness of 
the transient nature of our life, it will guide us to make good use of our time, 
doing positive, beneficial, virtuous actions, and refraining from negative, non-
virtuous actions. We will be less inclined to antagonise friends or loved ones 
unnecessarily, and we will strive to do more to make them happy. Eventually, 
when they pass away, we would not be left with the common regret that we 
did not do enough while they were still around.
Parting thoughts
As a beneficiary of the meritocratic system, I am thankful that all Singaporeans 
have the opportunity to be rewarded on the basis of merit. Nonetheless, more 
needs to be done to ensure that upward social mobility is possible as our coun-
try progresses. These past four years have given me a better understanding 
of how I might have over-played the element of hardwork and under-played 
the element of luck. With this new-found understanding, I am also cognizant 
of the obligation and debt that I owe to the “less lucky”. I hope to be able to 
contribute to the levelling of the playing field in our society, a cause close to 
my heart. Last but not least, having thought about death through different 
encounters, I have gained a slightly deeper understanding of this seemingly 
abstract concept. It has influenced me to act in a more positive manner on a 
day-to-day basis towards my friends and loved ones.
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Japanese Corporate Culture 
and the Salaryman
Seet Kai Yan Ryan 
Introduction 
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From a very young age, I was exposed to Japanese cultural nuances by my father who worked as an engineer in a Japanese firm. At times, when time and budget permitted, he would bring our family on trips to Japan. 
He later switched jobs and started working for an American company, but 
retained his Japanese contacts and managed to secure them as suppliers for 
his new firm. Nothing really changed in the sense that he still visited Japan 
often on business trips. And so the regular year-end trips to the country I had 
fallen so much in love with continued. While in National Service, I decided to 
make use of the monthly government stipend to learn Japanese as a third lan-
guage on weekends when I had some spare time. I can say that I have improved 
significantly since then. But I have yet to achieve full fluency in the language. 
I spent five months in Japan earlier this year on a university exchange pro-
gramme where I had many wonderful experiences. I picked up an American 
accent in Japan; quite strange I know. One of my best friends during my time 
there was an American exchange student. My Japanese language proficiency 
also enjoyed a significant boost, thanks to the many club activities with Japanese 
students and the associated obligatory drinking parties I partook of. The chief 
realisation from this latest trip was that I had begun seriously considering the 
idea of putting my skills to use in Japan, and to move to Japan for an extended 
period. Two weeks ago, I passed an interview which was conducted in Japanese 
right here in Singapore for a major Japanese financial firm. Passing the interview 
was a conflicting experience. Instead of joy, it brought even greater uncertainty 
because I was afraid that this ambition could well become a reality. My goals 
had been clearly established before I went for those interviews in the first 
place. I can say for certain that they are now much less so. 
Do I really want to work for a Japanese company? 
Do I fully understand what is it I am signing up for? 
What are some things I should know before going, if any? 
These are some questions that I had to answer during the application process 
before even participating in those interviews. The growing levels of fear and 
uncertainty that I am experiencing with regard to spending the rest of my life 
in Japan has spurred me to reconsider my initial answers, which brings me to 
the writing of this paper. I want to find out if I can find true meaning by moving 
to Japan. We learnt in class that going with one’s gut feelings can sometimes 
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be a horrendous mistake, and that proper consideration and planning prior 
to the execution of choice is absolutely necessary to avoid potentially disad-
vantageous outcomes. I hope writing this paper will give me greater clarity 
with regard to my current dilemma. 
In my time in Japan I had taken in-depth courses on the Japanese economy 
and corporate governance practices. I will use the knowledge and experiences 
gained, together with other sources, and lessons learnt in class to figure out 
whether working in a Japanese corporate environment can bring one fulfil-
ment and meaning. 
Old stereotypes
 
The notion that Japanese corporate culture is separate from the competi-
tive and individualistic ethos of the west is a commonly held one. The rules 
of Japanese corporate governance which have been in place for the last 60 
or so years, are very different from that of the west. For example, Japanese 
companies prioritise the firm and its employees over shareholders; employees 
should be protected and given a myriad of benefits outside and within work, 
including hefty bonuses and paid training programmes to better their skills. 
Employees can maintain their salaries and positions within the company 
through a seniority-based wage system. Senior employees are considered first 
over junior employees for promotion into managerial ranks, regardless of their 
level of expertise and education. This mutually beneficial long-term relationship 
where employees would devote their lives and be loyal to their corporations, 
and where corporations would do everything within their power to protect 
and care for their employees, has been a hallmark of Japanese industrial and 
economic growth from the 1960s till the 1980s and 1990s. 
At first glance it would seem that this seniority-based wage system ignores 
the concept of meritocracy in Japanese corporations. The idea potential job 
seeking undergraduate students in Japan could have their life cut out for 
them, simply by joining a single company and sticking to it for the rest of 
their life, is unfathomable in Singapore, and understandably even more so in 
many western, developed societies. In our culture, people have the option 
of trying things out. Society does not frown on job-hopping or switching 
corporate allegiances as long as a reasonable time has passed since his or 
her previous job. In most cases, this is often a period of two to three years. In 
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Japan, however, I have seen multitudes of Japanese university students skip-
ping lessons at school, dressed in suits to attend interviews, in some cases on 
a Sunday, at the headquarters of top Japanese companies in order to secure 
the job of their lives. Most of them want and certainly hope to obtain such a 
position, viewing university learning as secondary to finding lifetime employ-
ment. The association of long-term job security with happiness and success in 
life is questionable and much to do with the fact that many applicants are in 
the prime of their youth and have not thought deeply about what they really 
want. Life employment for them could be a double-edged sword, providing 
a stable source of income in a disappointing job with long working hours and 
responsibilities that do not meet the aspirant’s interests. It is no surprise then 
that job satisfaction is lower in Japan and other Asian cultures with similar 
corporate practices than in many developed countries. 
An argument in favour of the seniority-based wage system is the Peter 
Principle, a management idea that suggests that people are promoted to their 
level of incompetence. The competence required of a rank-and-file employee 
is not the same as that of a manager. This principle means that meritocracy 
may lead to organisational failure. 
Seniority-based work provides job security with employee benefits and 
annual pay increments up to retirement age. It does not guarantee promo-
tion within the company, an odd practice. In most other corporate cultures, 
promotion results in greater pay. Within the same level of social hierarchies 
in Japanese corporations, there are skill differences between different people. 
Getting promoted to executive positions involves a strenuous multifaceted 
selection process that considers a potential candidate’s ability to manage 
employees and handle large projects. Individuals eager for growth within a 
Japanese company might find themselves in competition, the only drawback 
being that this competition comes at much later stages in their careers. 
Having the chance to try out various jobs grants a person time for making 
a more informed decision. Japanese corporations try to offer their regular 
employees this opportunity by implementing a system that allows for peri-
odic internal transfers across departments within the organisation. One side 
effect of such a system is that employees and managers might not pursue 
changes for the better or propose new innovative solutions for the firm, cit-
ing the insufficient time they will be spending in the department till the next 
transfer. Employees who feel any sense of dissatisfaction in their current job 
could choose to remain in the firm, and wait things out knowing they would 
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be transferred internally 
Another aspect of Japanese corporate culture is the tendency to over-work. 
In most cases, staying late at a Japanese company is seen as a sign of com-
mitment and power. Working beyond ordinary operating hours is a form of 
conformism to societal norms, mostly spurred by a lingering strong post-war 
nationalist sentiment during a period of high economic development in the 
80s. Many students in SMU react in dismay when they hear of my occasional 
ramblings on finding work in a Japanese firm in the future. Some of the more 
common remarks include “you probably won’t leave work till 8pm, and 8pm 
will be considered early.” Or, “I heard one of my friend’s Japanese managers 
doesn’t leave the office till 10.15pm every day, and that’s because his boss only 
leaves at 10.” Such are common perceptions of the Japanese work ethic, that 
it is long, arduous, and in most cases inefficient when compared to the more 
acceptable practices of western firms. 
One rationale suggested for the Japanese work ethic is that unlike the west, 
monetary payments are far less often utilised as a reward. The work itself pro-
vides intrinsic motivation. The idea that happiness can be derived from one’s 
own work, and not from factors outside of work, holds true in a number of 
situations. When work is new and more challenging, it can spur an individual 
to do his best. Many people find a sense of fulfilment from achievements 
attained after hard and honest work. In most cases, the fulfilment derived is far 
less fleeting compared to the momentary pleasures from material purchases 
or increments in pay not associated with hardwork. In many large Japanese 
corporations, an indicator of a successful completion of a small project is 
when the project manager is entrusted with a much larger project, involving 
a larger team. Being entrusted with new and more important responsibilities 
provides one a feeling that one’s skills are recognised by those who matter. 
Work should be exciting and should be its own reward. 
Change, work and poetry 
The above stereotypes of Japanese corporate practices no longer seem to 
hold true in today’s world. Japanese companies are becoming increasingly 
picky with regards to the type of people they hire. Lifetime employment is 
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no longer an entitlement to Japanese university undergraduate students 
who struggle through the many rounds of corporate interviews. The seniority 
wage system is changing. To promote higher levels of competition as well as a 
more tangible form of extrinsic motivation to work, pay is more individualised, 
though promotion in most areas is still heavily based on seniority. There has 
also been more debate on the matter of regular and irregular workers; the lat-
ter being much more similar to the western way of hiring employees, except 
for one difference. In Japan, irregular workers are often lesser paid and enjoy 
fewer welfare benefits. This negative perception that Japanese society has of 
irregular work is what deters most potential job seekers from taking on part-
time jobs. It fuels the hunt for regular jobs among Japanese undergraduates 
today. The Japanese government is pushing to change the negative labelling 
of irregular work, and for part-time work to be given wage increments. It is 
also overhauling many traditional Japanese labour practices. 
The concept of cross-shareholdings, also known as the keiretsu system, 
where banks and other organisations can hold shares in other companies and 
so influence the decision-making process in these firms, is alien to other parts 
of the world. It too is showing signs of progressive change, and recent changes 
in Japanese Corporate Governance Laws in 2015, along with globalisation and 
rising foreign ownership, have caused Japanese corporates to place greater 
emphasis on the investing shareholder. For a variety of factors, Japanese firms 
are hiring a greater number of foreigners, although the discussion of the subject 
as a potential solution to falling birth rates is still considered a major taboo 
in Japanese politics due to cultural sensitivities of members of the far right. 
Interestingly, the change in Japanese corporate culture can be observed 
in a peculiar form of art, namely, Japanese poetry called senryu, a popular 
form of the more well-known haiku. Since 1987, workers of major Japanese 
corporations, have participated in poetry competitions which often involve 
various topics ranging from the workplace to broader societal issues. The 
analysis of the topics covered in these artistic submissions by Japanese workers 
illustrates patterns of change in Japanese corporate cultures as well as societal 
expectations, and other more less noticeable trends. The number of annual 
submissions has fallen. While these poems focused on the workplace and 
familial situations during the 1980s and 1990s, there has been a growing focus 
on societal issues in those submitted during the 2000s, reflecting a general 
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concern with the broader economy and socio-political issues, and much less 
intensive focus on daily workplace happenings. A possible conclusion from 
this observation was that Japanese employees were becoming increasingly 
isolated from, and could not identify themselves with, the organisations they 
were working in. The Japanese method of utilising intrinsic motivation – reward-
ing work with more work – has failed to bear fruit as employee performance 
levels and work engagement appear lacking. Another issue identified was that 
Japanese employees were not actively participating in active communication 
with other organisational members as compared to two decades ago. Poems 
in the human relations subcategory of workplace-related poems have fallen 
significantly in number from the 1990s to the early 2000s. This impedes the 
workability of the age-old seniority-based system, where knowledge transfers 
and communication between senior and junior employees formed the very 
backbone of information flow within the organisation. 
The following examples of senryu; translated into English, written by 
Japanese salarymen over the past two decades suggest the looming obso-
lescence of the seniority-based system. 
“15 years to move the two metres to that Chair” (1990) 
“Back when I was able, they paid us by seniority” (2002) 
“Currying favour with a boss younger than my son” (2005) 
As with seniority-based promotion, job security can no longer be treated as 
a given in the modern Japanese corporate world. I was first introduced to the 
concept of ‘window seats’ in a class in Japan. The idea was that even if one 
were short of the necessary skills required for promotion to the next level 
within the company, one would be assigned to a ‘window seat’; a seat next to a 
window in an office, where one would be given mediocre tasks to do, but still 
be entitled to maintain the current salary levels and receive future increments. 
One would still have to deal with the negative associations of being treated 
as a social outcast. This practice is highly inefficient as it forces companies to 
keep under-performing workers. It is slowly being eradicated by Japanese 
firms as indicated by the differences in the following senryu. 
“The window seat, a gloomy spot whose only saving grace is the sunlight” (1991) 
“Perked up to hear we still have window seats” (2002) 
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“I envy them over by the window. I am almost out the door” (2005) 
Gender equality and long working hours 
Japanese women are often treated with less respect in the corporate world. They 
have fewer opportunities to rise in their careers as compared to Japanese men. 
The very word ‘salaryman’ indicates male dominance in Japanese companies. 
It is hardly surprising then that Japanese women are less likely to hold regular 
jobs, and more likely for them to form the bulk of corporate Japan’s part-time 
and lowly-paid workforce. The idea of working long hours is associated with 
men. Men are less likely to be involved in raising children, at least in the com-
mon Japanese perception, as compared to women, who are more likely to be 
a part of the child-raising process. According to recent statistics published by 
the Japanese government, workers in Japan are expected to work an average 
of a hundred hours of overtime per month. Experts have suggested that the 
official government statistic is “watered down”, and that the actual number 
of average overtime hours is much higher. Overtime is a necessary element of 
many jobs in the financial sector here in Singapore, but it is much 
more prevalent in all sectors of business in corporate Japan. There 
is also the concept of “service overtime”: “service” is a word used to 
represent things that are free of charge. The phrase, “service overtime” 
means working overtime for free for one’s company. 
The collectivistic nature of the Japanese corporate society propa-
gates a culture of over-working. Employees choose not to go on leave 
or take any holidays to avoid feeling guilt. Women are often more 
prone to quitting a job due to maternity-related factors. This has 
deterred companies from hiring women for regular employment. In 
2005, women only made up 12 percent of all regular workers who 
were hired. Regular female employees, on the other hand, suffer 
from a different set of difficulties. Maternity leave, along with other 
types of leave, is associated with salary cuts, causing a widening of 
the pay differentials between males and females. This decrease in 
extrinsic motivation has dampened the motivations of both female 
as well as male workers. A fulfilling job requires both intrinsic as well 
as extrinsic motivations, and the eradication of one will decrease 
overall job satisfaction and employee happiness levels. Regardless 
of whether new and challenging jobs are offered to the employee, 
having no chances of a holiday or a break, does not bode well. 
Many regularly employed women do not consider marriage, 
as having children would hurt their competitive advantage over 
male colleagues. Many continue to live with their parents well into 
their 40s. In fact, public opinion that working long hours is a man’s 
responsibility has led Japanese women to opt out of the regular work 
system and settle for part-time employment. The empowerment 
of women, coupled with the push for pay increases for irregular 
employees has been part of the Abe Administration’s policies for 
stimulating the Japanese economy in recent years. These policies 
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aim to counter Japan’s declining birth rates and domestic workforce, and to 
encourage housewives to enter the workforce. The number of women embark-
ing on four-year degree programmes in universities or other higher education 
sectors has increased, an indication that these policies have had some success. 
Overwork has caused Japanese corporate workers to suffer from severe 
depression and gastrointestinal problems. In the Japanese finance industry, 
such problems are prominent and severe. Japanese society places too great 
an emphasis on working long hours as a sign of commitment to one’s duty. 
Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, such views are entrenched in 
both the public as well as in the corporations themselves. Attempts at chang-
ing the existing system face resistance from multiple stakeholders.
The main campus where I often spent my days was situated in the Minato 
ward or the old port area of Tokyo. A large number of Japanese financial cor-
porations had their headquarters in the area. The Mizuho Financial Group’s 
head office was the one that managed to catch my attention due to its prox-
imity to the train station from where I commuted. Regular banking hours in 
Japan end at 3pm. The early closing hour is for ‘retail’ banking services. Back 
office personnel, including members of departments in trading and corpo-
rate finance remain behind and continue usually till the last train at around 
midnight or 1am in the morning. A soft rule was enforced when I was there. 
Corporations were encouraged to shut down daily operations at 8pm daily, 
and workers told to head home directly after work. The effects of the new 
rule were evident. The number of men in suits around the station at 8pm 
began to increase, buildings were less well lit and the night ride train home 
after classes on Wednesday became more crowded. Enforcement of these 
‘overtime crackdowns’ has become stricter since September 2016, in response 
to a series of highly-publicised employee suicides; especially one of a young 
female employee working at the advertising conglomerate, Dentsu.
Spirituality 
Most Japanese are devout followers of Shinto. Buddhism, the other major faith 
in Japan, was first introduced into Japan in 552AD by monks from the continent. 
In reality, most Japanese people worship deities and visit shrines and temples 
from both religions. Originally a shamanistic land and animal worshipping 
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polytheistic religion, modern Shinto is now vastly different from Shinto prior 
to the new imperial era. It is slightly influenced by practices before the war 
when Shinto was a more of a cultural practice necessary for national unity, and 
less of an actual religion. As with Shinto, ordinary Japanese Buddhist practices 
have also changed over the years. When I studied Pure Land Buddhism, one 
of the more famous Buddhist sects in Japan, I learnt a few interesting facts. 
For example, multiple parallels can be drawn from Pure Land Buddhism in 
Japan and Chinese folk religious practices in Singapore, and other parts of the 
Chinese diaspora. Reciting scripture, or invoking the name of the Buddha or 
the nembutsu is enough to bring you salvation in times of struggle and des-
peration. Pure Land Buddhism continues to be a part of mainstream Chinese 
Buddhism as well as general folk practices till this very day. Pure Land Buddhist 
sects are the predominant Buddhist sect across the land, overshadowing the 
Zen, Tendai and Shingon sects. However, due to socio-cultural changes and 
the influence of the Ashikaga shoguns, Zen Buddhism has spread and become 
globally influential. 
A key concept of Zen as practised in Japan is the “unanswerable question” 
or the Koan. This can be best illustrated by the question, “If a tree falls in the 
forest and no one is around to hear it, do we know that it really fell?” Compared 
to Pure Land teachings which mainly focus on external supernatural forces, 
Zen teachings place a heavy emphasis on the internal. One’s individual effort 
will bring certain realisations and with it, the ability to achieve one’s full poten-
tial. The full dedication of one’s mind and soul to solving a koan is advocated, 
especially in seated meditation or zazen. The ideal outcome would be a sudden 
realisation to the solution of the problem, or an ‘Aha!’ moment which can only 
come after hours of meditation and thought. According to Dogen, the ancient 
founder of contemporary Japan’s most popular Zen Buddhist sect, the Soto 
Zen, this sudden realisation does not imply that something hidden becomes 
obvious but refers to the actualisation of each moment of reality on its own 
terms, in the here and the now, without the distortion of human biases.
These religious practices have more to say about the Japanese work ethic 
today. In modern project management theory, long hours or scope creep 
can be a positive aspect as long as customers or end-users benefit. In many 
Japanese industries, long hours are dedicated to creating products of high 
quality. In the Japanese mindset, construction, engineering, programming, are 
all treated as single tasks one, similar to answering koans by seated meditation, 
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needs to spend time to perfecting the art of performing a particular task. 
According to this line of thought, regardless of your particular line of work, 
everyone is deemed to be doing a socially respectable task which deserves 
basic respect. Interestingly, a friend of mine once remarked that traditional 
techniques of marketing are not applicable to restaurants in Japan. In most 
ordinary business situations, the firm should strive to satisfy the wants and 
requests of customers. In most Japanese restaurants, the chef is delegated 
with the highest level of trust to deliver. Customer requests mean little as the 
chef has full authority in deciding what to serve the customer. 
It has been pointed out that the life of Japanese people in the countryside 
and the city are different. For elderly people in the countryside, there are mul-
tiple avenues for pursuing personal interests. Elderly men in the city, being 
immersed in their companies their entire lives and now retired, have fewer 
outlets for their energy. They watch television and consume alcohol and have 
distant relations with their spouses.
Conclusion 
The Japanese national narrative is “that Japanese society rewards model behav-
iour; people who stick to a certain task will advance and be duly rewarded.” 
Traditional gender roles and the inability to make personal choices mean this 
model does not work for everyone. Coupled with a reluctance to share emo-
tion, this model can cause depression which in its most extreme expression, 
can lead to suicide. The proper management of one’s emotions and personal 
relationships is therefore crucial in ensuring that only the best outcomes are 
realised and the worst outcome avoided in corporate Japan.
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Wabi Sabi : 
The Beauty of Impermanence
Tracy Tan
Impermanence is defined as the state of being ephemeral, fleeting, not enduring, and temporary. Many aspects of our lives are associated with this term, however much as we do not want to deal with it. As a Buddhist, I 
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was exposed to the term since young, but could never fully comprehend its 
deep meaning. Impermanence is one of the essential doctrines of existence 
in Buddhism. The term expresses the Buddhist notion that all of conditioned 
existence, without exception, is transient, or in a constant state of flux. Due to 
its relevance and value, I thought it would be interesting to share my thoughts 
on this topic.
First and foremost, Buddhism declares that there are five processes that no 
human being has control over and can never change. These five processes are 
namely: the process of growing old, falling sick, of dying, decay of things that 
are perishable and the passing of that which is liable to pass. It is said that by 
becoming aware of it, by observing it and by understanding it, one can find a 
suitable remedy for the sorrow of human life and achieve liberation from the 
process of anicca or impermanence. To me, it is much easier said than done 
to accept impermanence, although I know that accepting it will lead to less 
sorrow, regret and guilt. The following sub-headers are the larger themes that 
I want to touch on and also apply to my life.
Impermanence and attachment
Attachment involves two things – an attacher, and an object of attachment. 
Attachment is a natural by-product of ignorance because we see ourselves 
as a permanent entity separate from everything else. This thinking causes 
us to grasp and cling to things tirelessly even when they are impermanent. I 
admit as being one who has carried this illusion of a permanent, separate self, 
causing me to constantly feel a strong fear towards loss.
Another term that comes to mind is gross impermanence – the final destruc-
tion of something stemming from of an impermanent phenomenon. I acknowl-
edge that each individual has a unique history, upbringing and personality. In 
life, people come together briefly, and share common experiences. However, 
because of diversity within and between each of us, it is inevitable that we 
will part in different directions. Relationships cannot be sustained based on 
shared memories solely. The attachment and confusion will cause us enormous 
grief. If we accept the fact of gross impermanence – that a relationship came 
together due to certain conditions and that those conditions will end, then 
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we can enjoy a relationship as long as it lasts, without deluding ourselves that 
it will last forever. Instead of being persistent on the idea of forever, I choose 
to see the beauty of any relationship in its present form. If the present form 
makes you happy, appreciate it. If the present form is soured, accept it and 
always remember that this is life, and move on bravely.
During my formative years, I was indoctrinated with the notion that educa-
tion is the key to success in life. I slogged for a good PSLE grade, felt terrible 
that I did not do well enough during O-Level exams and entered a less than 
ideal junior college, did well enough to enter all three local universities and 
now am trying to come to terms with the fact that my certificate is “not as 
valuable as most”. My less-than-stellar grades made me feel as though almost 
every drop of blood, tear and sweat culminated have in failure. However, 
attachment of self-worth to grades is impermanent. I spent my first three years 
of university as an individual with low confidence, always thinking that I was 
not good enough to ace a paper despite revising endlessly for it. If I learnt 
to focus on the present and not be affected by the past (cumulative GPA), I 
would have been so much happier studying, and made more friends through 
participating in school activities.
Impermanence and renunciation
The following really resonated with me, as I sought to delve deeper into the 
topic through watching videos by the Buddhist Society:
“You never know what is going to happen next, it is a waste of time to 
plan far ahead… the only way to stay in the present moment is to have 
faith that everything is going to be alright.”  
— Ajahn Khemavaro
Very simply, the above comment by the monk asks us to live in the present 
with mindfulness, and renounce whatever binds us to ignorance and suffer-
ing. It is not simply a matter of avoiding things. Genuine renunciation requires 
thoroughly understanding how we make ourselves unhappy by clinging to 

things we desire. When we do, renunciation naturally follows, which 
is an act of liberation. Letting go of your past and desires for the 
future will allow you to fully comprehend the present. This allows 
us to incline our minds to positivity, where maximum happiness is 
to be here. The mind and the body that you have are sufficient for 
you to find peace and fulfillment. We believe that we need to obtain 
happiness through objects - the next iPhone, the next A+ and the list 
goes on. Happiness is in moments, and moments of meditation and 
contentment, of the present moment. While typing this essay, I am 
experiencing a high fever. Life becomes more expansive when we 
stop seeing our own pain, our own concerns and instead be thank-
ful for whatever we have. I believe that it is through investigation, 
practice, meditation and a conscious mind that I can start seeing 
the beauty of impermanence and appreciate what the present has 
for me. In relation to this, I decided to practise forgiveness, letting 
go of grudges I have held for a long time.
Impermanence and change
The seemingly fixed and solid world we see around us is in a state 
of flux. Our senses may not be able to detect moment-to-moment 
change, but everything is always changing. When we fully appre-
ciate this, we can value our experiences without clinging to them. 
Only then can we learn to let go of old fears, disappointments, and 
regrets. Nothing is real but this moment. After understanding this 
concept, I came to realise that expectations change as we grow older, 
that what we thought was good for us ten years ago might not be 
good for us ten years later. The same concept applies to feeling 
lousy about my grades. What I see as most important to me now will 
become just another portion of cumulated experience in the future.
I strongly believe that a good future is created from a good 
present. When we detach ourselves from the constant bombard-
ment of thoughts and focus on what is before us, we can then make 
the best of now. I tried practising mindfulness meditation and the 
results were phenomenal. One big take-away was the ability to see 
meaning even in the simplest of things. I found myself sitting at the 
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bus stop outside my house, looking at the amazing greenery and the wonder-
fully built houses. It was refreshing to hear the chatter of school children, the 
chirping of the mynahs and feel the wind caressing my face. In a short span 
of five minutes, I was uplifted, feeling oneness with the environment around 
me. The beauty of impermanence in this case stems from the fact that we 
are only in the moment once, no matter how hard we try to hold it. To me, 
that makes staying in the moment something precious and beautiful. I also 
decided to spend more of my weekends and weekday nights talking to my 
parents. I noticed that they both looked older, with wrinkles on the sides of 
their eyes and that they had a noticeably unhealthy physique. It was in those 
moments that I saw my feisty mum and energetic dad looking a lot different 
from what I had remembered them to be. I spent so much time in school, at 
work and with friends that I barely noticed how age was taking so much life 
out of them. All it takes is the simple awareness that nothing lasts forever and 
the way we prioritise things will change dramatically.
Japanese art of impermanence – wabi-sabi
In a technologically advanced world like ours, we often have the help of technol-
ogy to create beautiful things which reflect our thirst for perfection. Coupled 
with this perfectionism is the growing need to toss away goods once they 
become marked on the surface or begin to show signs of aging. Perfectionism 
creeps into every aspect of our lives, and shuts us off from a natural world that 
resists being standardised. By ignoring perfection and embracing all that is 
worn or asymmetrical, you can begin to see the world differently. Japanese 
artist Leonard Koren said that wabi-sabi art is “the delicate balance between the 
pleasure we get from things and the pleasure we get from freedom of things.”
The acceptance of imperfection into your life is at the heart of Japanese 
concept of wabi-sabi, which means “impermanent, imperfect and incomplete.” 
The word comes from two separate words. “Wabi” describes the creation of 
perfect beauty through the inclusion of just the right kind of imperfection 
such as an asymmetry in a handmade ceramic bowl (contrasted with the 
precision of a machine-made bowl). “Sabi” reflects the kind of beauty that 
develops with age such as that which occurs with the oxidation of the surface 
of a bronze statue.
Often wabi-sabi is applied to design principles, such as creating living spaces 
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that eschew the sterile formal living rooms of the 1940s or 1950s. This includes 
focusing on the types of asymmetry you would find in nature—handmade 
wooden chairs, the natural drooping of a flower head in a vase or a worn 
leather bag that is well-travelled, where Nature is the best source of wabi-sabi 
aesthetics. This concept is rooted in the belief that when one is attuned to 
the world, you begin to see wabi-sabi in the most unlikely places. The cracks 
in tree bark, a sign of healthy maturity; or the cracks in our own faces as we 
age, as we gain wisdom along the way.
This awareness can also be applied to our lives. We can try to see beauty 
in the imperfections of each other, instead of trying to mould someone into 
perfection. What we chase after is perceived as perfection but that is more 
often an illusion. The earlier we realise this, the better we can manage our 
expectations and get one step closer to leading a beautiful life.
How I can lead a more examined life through the concept of 
impermanence
We should adopt a “this too shall pass” mindset. One of the biggest difficul-
ties my peers experience is the inability to look beyond the current situation 
or near future. We take things too seriously and place too much emphasis on 
the material aspects of life. Our schools or job titles are labels we are given 
at different stages of life, to which we become attached. Being hungry for 
success is not wrong but it ought to be balanced with the intangible parts 
of life such as the wellness of the soul and a quiet appreciation of life. When 
we are in the midst of a negative experience which we feel we have no con-
trol over, being aware that all things are transient can help us through our 
struggle. This is scientifically proven – your cells die and regenerate, tectonic 
plates shift, water moves from the clouds to the ocean and back again. With 
every passing moment, our thoughts and feelings change. We do not need to 
pretend we do not feel the pain; we just need to cultivate the ability to angle 
a situation positively to our advantage. When we understand that “this too 
shall pass”, much pain will be diffused from a particular hardship, making us 
more accepting of the rocky road ahead.
We should understand that “what if” and “could’ve been” are “didn’t hap-
pen, never will happen”, and move on. Many of us experience wandering 
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thoughts of how we could have done better in the past (e.g. at interviews, 
finals, presentations, etc). The truth is, we should approach any situation with 
the mentality that there is only one chance without the hope that spilled milk 
can be salvaged. One pertinent example that resonates with me is the feeling 
of uncertainty after every interview. I often spend the previous day worrying 
and preparing for an interview, only to feel inadequate because I forgot my 
well-rehearsed lines or because I fumbled at unexpected questions. The time 
that I spend worrying could have been better spent being mindful. I now try 
to stop mulling over the past, preparing instead for the next challenge.
We should understand that acceptance is a form of control that gets bet-
ter with practice: We often assume that acceptance is a sign of resignation 
or loss of power, but the fact is, there is control in consciously deciding to be 
accepting. When we choose to accept our given situation instead of trying 
to control it, then can we be our authentic selves. Research has shown that 
people can learn to change their personalities with intent and practice. One 
can promote such shifts by disengaging from negative emotional reactions, 
as indicated by eastern meditative practices. According to Ethan Kross, a lead 
researcher of a University of Michigan study, “re-experiencing the same nega-
tive emotions we felt the first time around tends to keep us stuck in negativity. 
It can be very helpful to take a sort of mental time-out, to sit back and try to 
review the situation from a distance.” We can all take a step back in order to 
move a step forward mentally through continuous practice. After all, the mind 
is a powerful muscle that can be strengthened through mental conditioning.
Conclusion
This paper has allowed me to immerse myself in the endless possibilities 
for improvement by looking at one’s self and being mindful. You live not in 
reality but what you perceive reality to be. Life can only be as beautiful and 
purposeful as you want it to be. With this mindset, I have abandoned many 
negative thoughts, saved myself hours of needless worrying about the future 
and concentrated on being in the present. It is the best present I can give my 
future self.
474 Making Sense of Life @/& SMU
My Take on Stoicism 
Tan Chao Ming Marcus 
475My Take on Stoicism 
Foreword
It is half-past-four in the afternoon one day before submission. Am I cut-ting it too close? Probably. Fact is, I have spent quite a lot of time thinking about many things, but not writing about anything. That is the problem 
when you give us the freedom to write anything – the over-thinker wastes 
too much time thinking about what to write. 
Time is a funny thing. Teenagers have ambitions and feel that they have a 
long life ahead of them to do all the things they want to benefit themselves 
and the people around them. Fast forward 60 years and many people in their 
70s would have had plenty of regrets on how their time was spent. As a guy in 
his mid-20s joining the workforce to start the next phase of his life soon, I have 
started to ponder how I want to spend my life. Having to work is unavoidable. 
The question is: how do I lead a meaningful life and not let time pass me by? 
When I am 70 and look back on my life, will I regret, spending my entire life 
on things that created no meaning for me? 
Personally, I believe there is no one solution that can satisfy everyone who 
seeks to live a meaningful life. This course has exposed the class and myself 
to certain philosophical views and ways to live one’s life. I was intrigued in 
particular by the concept of stoicism in one pair presentation. A video talked 
about a king, a slave and an imperial advisor to a tyrant in ancient Roman 
times. I thought the word “stoic” was just another word and did not know 
that it represents a school of thought. The idea that a king and a slave could 
practise the same philosophy fascinated me – two persons at the extreme 
ends of the social ladder can have something in common. I decided to explore 
the idea of stoicism further in the past two weeks. 
Understanding stoicism 
I will explain the essence of stoicism as succinctly as I can in my own words. 
Stoicism talks about attaining tranquillity, a form of nirvana. It talks about 
using the power of the mind to find strength; that the mind can empower 
the user to overcome difficulties and hard times. It is about using the mind 
to deal with external forces that every human must face in his or her lifetime. 
These external forces can shape our lives. Stoicism seeks to unshackle the 
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human mind from control by these external forces. 
Many external forces affect us daily; the fear of rejection by others, the fear 
of illness and death, and countless worries about work, family and relation-
ships. Perhaps the biggest lesson that stoicism teaches is that it wants us to 
view life as being transient. We should therefore strive to live in the present 
instead of in the past or worry about the future. By understanding the transi-
tory nature of things, we can cherish the present. For example, by knowing 
that every meeting with a friend or family member could be the last, we will 
want to make the best out of it. The stoics are aware that death can come any 
time. One should therefore strive to live life to the fullest and understand the 
triviality of many things in life. 
Stoicism posits that caring too much about the opinion of others creates 
frustration, dissatisfaction and anger. We should learn instead to not be too 
concerned about others and the petty matters on their minds. We should learn 
to not be bothered about what the majority thinks and live life our own way. 
When one is hurt, one should not retaliate. The best way to deal with revenge 
is to understand the offender and understand the reason for his action. 
I feel that teachings of stoics contain much wisdom. In fact, cognitive 
behavioural therapy has roots in stoicism. Reflection is a technique that stoics 
would approve of. In what follows, I distil lessons from three stoics, namely, 
Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus and Seneca.
The philosopher king
I recall in class the mention of a book Marcus Aurelius wrote. It came to be 
known as Meditations, a classic that is still widely read. I decided to get better 
acquainted with it.
“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  
Great men are almost always bad men.”
— Lord John Acton
Marcus Aurelius was a Roman emperor, the most powerful man in the western 
world in his time. He could have whatever he wanted, sleep with anyone he 
477My Take on Stoicism 
desired, and have anyone killed if he so wished. He was one of the “great men” 
Lord Acton was referring to in the above quote.
All men face temptations. The common man has many. But an emperor like 
Marcus Aurelius, being an absolute ruler, could yield to his temptations and 
do evil deeds. Yet he did not and history has judged him to be of the wisest 
and greatest rulers of the Roman empire. How was he able to do so?
Marcus Aurelius wrote Meditations but he kept the book private and did 
not want it to be published. It was only published after his death. What did 
he have to hide? One theory I read online suggested that as emperor, he had 
no one he could safely confide in. All his people looked up to him or wanted 
favours from him. He was lonely and melancholic. The tone of Meditations 
reflected his philosophical outlook. But he was the emperor and had to per-
form the duties expected of a ruler. Marcus Aurelius fitted Plato’s archetype 
of the philosopher king. 
Meditations has a few general themes that captured my attention. The book 
implores us to stop complaining about life because one cannot control the 
things one cannot possibly control. Things that we control are our intentions, 
our thoughts, feelings and actions. We should then go ahead and master what 
we can control and not complain about it. Stoic virtues will help us control 
what we can control, and that it is all we need to live on this world. A stoic 
person who lives in accordance with nature can live anywhere, and it is from 
this concept that the word “cosmopolitan” came about. A cosmopolitan in the 
ancient Roman empire would be able to live anywhere from Rome to Turkey, 
whether he be an aristocrat or a slave. Marcus Aurelius understood this idea, 
and so was able to govern a heterogeneous Roman empire wisely. 
Aurelius observed that human beings are like social animals. They can be 
taught or must be put up with. He could have anyone who opposed him killed. 
Such was his power as emperor. Instead, he chose to put up with people who 
disagreed with him, an attitude epitomised by this line in Meditations: “Soon 
you will have forgotten all things, and soon all things would have forgotten you.”
He believed that one should not be too focused on an action by a certain 
person, and get angry or be bothered by it because the action was so insig-
nificant in the grand scheme of things. The person will die and you will die 
too. There is no point in being mean, spiteful, or revengeful. 
The central idea of his book is that anyone can free himself from inhibitions 
brought about by indiscretions, ill feelings and vices if one is mindful and can 
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control one’s actions in accordance to logic and nature. Stoic philosophy can 
be practised by kings as well as slaves. There is no excuse for one not to act 
rationally for the good of oneself and others. 
And then there is the slave
Speaking of slaves, I was surprised to learn of a slave who was also a philosopher. 
He was a man named Epictetus. Epictetus was born with the social status of 
a slave but was always intrigued by philosophy. He was given permission by 
his master to study stoic philosophy and became a free man after Emperor 
Nero’s death. He was banished from Rome to Greece when Emperor Domitian 
took power and set up a philosophical school in Nicopolis. It was then that he 
began teaching and his most famous student, Arrian, recorded his teachings 
and compiled the book Discourses.
Discourses contains five lessons that are worth mentioning. The first is about 
Hercules, the mythical Greek demi-god. Epictetus questioned the what-ifs of 
Hercules’ accomplishments; would Hercules have been successful in doing 
what he did (killing monsters for the greater good) if they had not existed in 
the first place? He might have just spent the day sleeping and lazing about 
(seems like my kind of life!) instead. The point is – challenges are what make a 
person achieve greatness. People should embrace challenges and not complain 
about every little challenge they face. 
The second lesson is that achieving greatness takes time. He likened it 
to obtaining a fig. It takes time for a fig tree to grow, flower and bear fruit. It 
means success takes time, nothing great can be accomplished quickly. So 
effort is vital if our labour is to be fruitful. 
The third lesson is the importance of being indifferent. Epictetus accepted 
that there is good and evil in this world but they exist, not outside, but within 
us. What determines whether good or evil wins in the end are the things we 
can control. In the end, our choices make us either good or evil. This approach 
is similar to that of Marcus Aurelius; we cannot control things like ill-health, 
death or what others think of us, but we can control our responses to these 
external events. This way of thinking is beautifully echoed in James Stockdale’s 
experiences in the Vietnam War. Stockdale’s fighter jet was hit by enemy fire 
and he had to eject from it. He became a prisoner of war in a Vietnamese 

prison for almost eight years, during which he was tortured and 
kept in solitary confinement. According to Stockdale himself, he 
surrendered himself to the teaching of Epictetus on indifference. 
Stockdale chose to respond as nobly as he could to his new 
circumstances. He did not crumble under pressure and torture, 
and eventually returned as a war hero. 
The fourth lesson from Epictetus is the need to get rid of 
impressions that arise from the outside. Impressions are created 
in the mind when we are exposed to stimuli. Stimuli can make 
us angry, jealous or sad. Epictetus believed that everybody 
should practise indifference in the small things in life. It is only 
through dealing with small impressions with indifference, that 
big impressions like the death of a family member or even your 
own death, can be handled with grace. 
Lastly, Epictetus used an analogy of two coals to illustrate his 
fifth lesson. One is burning bright, the other not burning. Two 
things can happen – either one coal gets extinguished due to 
the other coal, or the other coal gets ignited by the burning one. 
He believed that a person who surrounds himself with people 
of similar philosophical temperament will make himself a better 
person. This is very similar to the saying “you are the average 
of the people you surround yourself with”. Personally, I believe 
this lesson is a little too idealistic for my liking. As much as we 
would like to surround myself with like-minded people, some 
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circumstances may not allow us to do so.
Seneca and Moral Letter 49
Seneca was for eight years the notorious emperor Nero’s imperial advisor. 
Three years after he stepped down from his duties, Seneca was accused by 
Nero of plotting a conspiracy to kill him. It was said that Seneca was unlikely 
to have committed such an act, but he was nonetheless ordered by Nero to 
commit suicide by slitting his wrists in front of his family. Seneca’s age caused 
his blood to flow slowly. Watched by his friends and family, he entered a warm 
bath to speed up his blood flow and the steam from the bath suffocated him. 
His last words to a scribe were: what a way to die. 
One of Seneca’s most famous works was the 75 moral letters he wrote to 
Lucilius Junior. Moral Letter 49 piqued my interest. It was about the shortness 
of life. The essence of the letter is that many people spend most of their time 
wasted on things that do not have any meaning. Some examples are people 
you dislike, uninspiring work, trivial matters like fighting with your spouse or 
even wasting time watching the television. Seneca called these people the 
“preoccupied”. The preoccupied have only a small chunk of total time to reflect 
and work on important things because they are swamped by trivial matters. 
Others choose to numb themselves to time by indulging in silly fads. Seneca’s 
idea is summed up in this quote:
“Living is the least important activity of the preoccupied man.”
This is very much in contrast to the “leisured one”, for whom he says:
“He has the longest possible life simply because whatever time was avail-
able he devoted entirely to himself.”
The leisured one is the antithesis of the preoccupied one; their time is not 
inhibited by others that do not matter to him. The leisured one does not let 
trivial matters bother him because to him these are but external forces that 
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cannot be controlled and therefore should be ignored. With more time, the 
leisured one can do things that mean something to him. Only then does one 
not look back when one is old, and regret the time lost in youth.
So, what does this mean to me?
Well, it is half past three in the morning now. It has almost been 11 hours 
since I started on this essay. I look out of my parents’ HDB apartment. It is so 
calm and quiet, so different from what it was 11 hours ago. I feel a sense of 
peace coming over me. This will be the last assignment before my graduation. 
I begin work in two months, a new phase of life for me. I have been asking 
myself these past few months. Am I ready for what is coming next? Should 
I even be taking this step? I wonder if stoicism can help me. Can I apply it in 
life and work? Here are inspirational words from Marcus Aurelius to help me.
“At dawn, when you have trouble getting out of bed, tell yourself: ‘I have 
to go to work – as a human being. What do I have to complain of, if I’m going 
to do what I was born for – the things I was brought into the world to do? Or 
is this what I was created for? To huddle under the blankets and stay warm?”
In his typical caustic and unsentimental way, Aurelius is saying that we as 
humans must fulfil our duties because it is what we were brought into this 
world to do. Aurelius says that our path in life must be in line with our nature:
“Do you have less respect for your own nature than the engraver does for 
engraving, the dancer for dance … When they’re possessed by what they 
do, they’d rather stop eating and sleeping than give up practising their arts.”
If we can find something that is in line with our nature, everything we do 
is driven by the actions demanded by our goals. In reality, it is much easier 
said than done. Being able to find a profession that is in line with one’s nature 
would be fantastic but that might not be easy in the world we live in today. In 
today’s economy, many people find it tough to get a decent job, much less a 
dream job. I have managed to find a job and it is one I like. Hopefully, I will be 
immersed in it and forgo food and sleep in pursuit of excellence. 
I have a bad temper sometimes and I hate that part of myself. I hate it when 
I cannot control how I feel and react. In the heat of the moment I unleash my 
anger, and it is only afterwards that the pieces have to be picked up. I applied 
Marcus Aurelius’ teachings on the triviality of things in life this past week and 
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it seems to be working for me. On occasion, when I was on the verge of react-
ing badly to a situation, I thought about how this event would impact me and 
the other parties in the grand scheme of things. On every single occasion, I 
realised that there was no need to get upset because “soon I will forget all, 
and all will forget me”. Stoicism is having an impact on me. I want to bring 
this attitude forward with me into the next phase of life. In 20 years’ time, I 
hope to say I have been acting in accordance with Marcus Aurelius’ teachings. 
Epictetus talks about responding indifferently to events that happen to 
us. It was in the Capstone class that my classmates shared on the topic of free 
will (of the lack of it). This struck me at first because it seems to invalidate 
everything the stoics preach. Without being in control of the mind, one can 
never respond indifferently and attain tranquillity. Does our lack of true free 
will invalidate all stoic teachings? Does determinism render stoicism useless? 
Stoicism proponents try to deconstruct this by distinguishing between aux-
iliary causes from principal causes. Stoics thought that fate and destiny was 
everything connected through auxiliary causes. There is no conflict because 
our mind is the principal cause of some things which seems to represent free 
will. There is still an open debate whether free will exists. Time will only tell if 
one is born a stoic or can be nurtured to become one. I am hoping for the latter. 
It is almost half-past-four in the morning. What a tiring 12 hours it has been, 
writing about stoicism. But it was time well-spent. I have learnt some cool 
philosophy, how life is transitory in nature, how to tackle my next phase of life, 
and how we should spend our short life spans meaningfully. I bid goodbye to 
you, my dear reader, ending with this quote that has inspired me. 
“Remember how long you’ve been putting this off … At some point, you 
have to recognise what world it is that you belong to; what power rules 
it and from what source you spring; that there is a limit to the time 
assigned to you, and if you don’t use it to free yourself it will be gone and 
will never return.”
— Marcus Aurelius
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On Inequality
Tan Li Jian
Introduction
Where do I begin?This has been the most interesting class I have taken in SMU, to say the least. In less than half a year, I have been exposed to a 
wide spectrum of topics that are immensely important to us. I have formed 
ephemeral opinions on all of them but just as swiftly have changed my mind 
because of our class discussions. For the education I received, I must admit 
that my Friday mornings have been well-spent.
If I may be brave enough to summarise, the topics we engaged in include 
the relevance of work and capitalism; the importance of luck and serendipity in 
our lives; the role of gender and income inequalities we often choose to unsee; 
the elusive search for happiness and the role of spirituality in finding meaning.
I do not propose to re-open the discussion of themes covered in class. I 
focus here on one idea: inequality.
Some are more equal than others
We discussed our reservations about inequality in class often. The topic 
emerged when we discussed the distribution of wealth and resources in the 
world, and how one’s concept of happiness and contentment is rooted in 
the circumstances allocated to us at birth. Some people suffer tragedy that 
change show they behave.
I would go as far as to say that we can see inequality in almost every aspect 
of society. Not just in such areas as gender, race, religion and sexual orientation 
but in all manner of behaviour that differentiates one person from another. 
But where we find that there are unequal opportunities, we should recognise 
this anomaly for what it is, and find ways to change it.
In the sections below, I offer a formalistic definition and understanding of 
what inequality means, building on the good work of well-known philosophers. 
I conclude by offering my own observations.
Our idea of justice
Take three kids and a flute.
Anthony says the flute should be given to him because he is the only one 
who knows how to play it. Bryant pleads that the flute should be his because 
he is so poor he has no other toys to play with. Carol demands that the flute 
is hers because she carved it with her own hands.
Who do you give the flute to?
How do we decide between these three legitimate and competing claims? 
And how do we resolve the problems and ensuing inequality that might result?
I do not have the answers. Much ink has been spilt on the subject and there 
is considerable persuasiveness in the writings of John Rawls, Amartya Sen and 
Martha Nussbaum. These writers would not be unfamiliar to us as we spoke 
about justice and inequality at length during the guest lecture and after. But 
the dialogue should not be limited to these three important authors because 
the conversation has always been an ongoing one.
Sen’s Capabilities Theory
Sen has written on the human capabilities theory in The Idea of Justice, which 
he developed with Martha Nussbaum in the 1980s. He argued that our con-
ception of justice should focus “not just on what a person actually ends up 
doing, but also what she is in fact able to do, whether or not she chooses to 
make use of that opportunity.” This approach is in sharp contrast to standard 
conceptions of justice and equality, including the Rawlsian approach. Sen has 
responded to criticism by critics who favour a focus on the actual achievement 
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of an individual rather than the capability of choosing between different 
achievements.
The capabilities theory proposes an end-based conception of distributive 
justice that shifts away from a means-based one that stems from Rawls’s focus 
on ‘primary goods’. Although both Sen and Rawls are equally concerned that 
people pursue what they value, Sen finds that providing citizens with the 
means to do so is incomplete as a measure of distributional equity. Rather 
the capabilities approach serves to examine a person’s actual ability to do the 
different things that she values doing. This adds a useful layer to our under-
standing of inequality and illustrates a deep pragmatism to his thoughts. The 
approach that can be adopted is therefore on evaluating the ability of someone 
to accomplish their goals in the presence of natural or man-made obstacles. 
Where the latter exists, the role of society has to be one of ameliorating the 
effects such that every individual enjoys equal opportunity.
Sen’s proposal of a fundamental shift in the focus of attention from the 
means of living to the actual opportunities a person has is a useful and radical 
change in the standard analytical approaches used in economics and social 
studies. Building on this, Sen has examined the implications of his approach 
for resource allocation, highlighting policy concerns of the capability approach, 
especially in the prevention and alleviation of disability, which would allow 
people the capability of pursuing their conception of the good.
Sen’s work on the capabilities theory suffers from a noticeable under-
theorisation and is incomplete as a theory of justice. This is a criticism levelled 
by both capabilities theorists and other critics. A major flaw is that Sen did 
not identify which capabilities are relevant to the capabilities approach. He 
also did not articulate which capabilities are important and whether there is a 
need to redistribute these capabilities. Sen preferred these political decisions 
to be decided by society itself. There has been great disagreement with this 
approach, which has led to greater development of the theory. I share the 
discontentment; in order to solve or at least reduce inequality, we must first 
build mechanisms that can identify this injustice.
Nussbaum has contributed to the dialogue by framing the capabilities 
approach in terms of ten central capabilities which are the moral entitlements 
of every human being on the planet. The capabilities are grouped under ten 
“central human capabilities”: life, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagi-
nation and thought, emotions, practical reason, affiliation, other species, play, 
and control over one’s environment. Nussbaum argued that her list can be 
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agreed upon from a Rawlsian overlapping consensus. She emphasised the 
open-ended nature of the list. This approach has not gone uncriticised. Critics 
have asserted that relying on the list leaves insufficient room for democratic 
developments and for socio-political agencies to act. There is extensive discus-
sion of Nussbaum’s capabilities theory but that is outside the scope of this essay.
While Sen has refused to endorse Nussbaum’s work, he has used selections 
of capabilities in both his normative and empirical work. I believe that his later 
contributions to the capabilities theory have added much value to its appli-
cation. While Sen provided a skeletal capabilities approach, the subsequent 
fleshing out has been done by philosophers such as Nussbaum. As an example, 
Nussbaum’s central capabilities have been used in evaluating areas of social 
assessment and policy and so have contributed to the evolution of the Human 
Development Index (HDI). We must continue to use these mechanisms to assess 
and revalue the potential of policy and law to address society’s inequalities. 
This is not just a quantitative problem but one that involves an examination 
of our morality, culture and values.
Closing the circle
In exploring and addressing inequality, Sen posited the capabilities theory, 
moving away from the Rawlsian view of primary goods to an end-based concept 
of justice. Here, there is room for critique and supplementation with theorists 
like Nussbaum providing a fuller and distinctive approach to the theory.
This is just one way of thinking about inequality. It might not work in a soci-
ety like ours, where practical government policy and regulation is sometimes 
valued above a theoretical analysis of equality. But the form should not distract 
us from the substance. Many ideas raised earlier are still relevant. This essay 
notes that there is an astonishing amount of inequality in our lives. We are 
inclined to remain indifferent and apathetic to the struggles of those around 
us. This is a function of a deficit in the critical dialogue amongst individuals 
and groups or it could be due to our biological self-centred worldview.
Philosophy lives not in static theses and perfected arguments but in 
dialogical exchange where no conclusion is definitive and no word the last.
While the capstone class is not a philosophy class, the discussions have 
been most enlightening and eye-opening. The answers remain elusive. In time, 
I hope life will offer me more insights into the issue of inequality and how to 
deal with it in our globalised, interconnected world.
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